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ABSTRACT 

 
‘Alā ‘on’ and fī ‘in’ are two of the most polysemous Arabic prepositions.  Previous 

accounts have varied in the range of meanings attributed to ‘alā and fī.  In addition, many have 

viewed prepositions, including ‘alā and fī, as having minimal meaning beyond their linking 

function. Others explained their polysemy as being completely context-dependent.  Moreover, 

the many meanings of ‘alā and fī have often been represented as seemingly unrelated.  Hence, 

their polysemy has been presented as externally-given and arbitrary.  With the aim of addressing 

these gaps, this dissertation followed a Cognitive Linguistics (CL) approach to discover the 

semantics of ‘alā and fī through the analysis of a large corpus.  

Under CL, the Principled Polysemy Model (PPM) was used to analyze many English 

prepositions, explaining their polysemy as the product of cognitive conceptualizations that are 

rooted in embodied experience.  According to the PPM, prepositions signify spatial relations 

between two entities, a focus element (Trajector) and a backgrounding element (Landmark).  

Also, each spatial configuration involves a functional element, i.e., the salient consequence of 

that configuration.  Polysemy arises as a result of the consequences that become associated with 

a primary scene and its functional element.  

Taking a CL approach, the current study analyzed the semantics of ‘alā and fī as a 

cognitively motivated phenomenon.  The analysis pursued two primary goals.  The first goal was 
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to precisely describe the two prepositions, distinguishing them from prepositions with similar 

spatial designations.  The second goal was to offer a systematic, constrained account of the 

polysemy of the two prepositions.  The analyses revealed that the functional elements of ‘alā and 

fī, support and containment respectively, played a ubiquitous role in both (1) defining the 

preposition in relation to other spatial descriptors and (2) explaining the semantic range of 

meanings that the prepositions expressed.  Moreover, the analyses revealed that ‘alā and fī 

exhibited a case of inter-lexical polysemy, by which the two prepositions are each associated 

with a state sense; however, the two types of states differed in significant ways that are traceable 

to salient conceptualizations of support and containment scenes.  
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION 

The Arabic language has been extensively studied for centuries.  From ancient 

prescriptive treatises dated as early as the eighth century to recent applications of modern-day 

linguistic theory, Arabic has been the focus of research belonging to different schools of 

linguistic thought.  However, despite 1000 years of linguistic analyses, the meanings of Arabic 

prepositions remain mysterious and largely uninvestigated.   

Recently, researchers in cognitive linguistics, cognitive psychology, and comparable 

inter-disciplinary fields have unraveled long-standing mysteries that surrounded the human mind 

and uncovered numerous links between language and cognition.  With the innovations in such 

fields, linguistic investigations of prepositions became the focus of intriguing attempting to 

explain the complex phenomenon of their multiple meanings.  However, despite the 

advancements in explaining prepositional polysemy, Arabic linguists remained focused on 

grammar in the form of inflectional morphology and on linguistic units with obvious lexical 

weight belonging to the classes of nouns and verbs.  Except for few accounts, the multiplicity 

and complexity of meanings associated with Arabic prepositions have been mostly treated as a 

form of monosemy and hence arbitrary and far from systematic.   

Cognitive Linguistics (henceforth CL) have recognized that the meanings of many 

linguistic units which were traditionally seen as arbitrary are motivated and explainable in 

systematic ways.  With its commitment to principles that adopt a view involving the role of 

human cognition in constructing meaning, CL has advanced linguistic understandings of the 

many-to-one meaning-to-form mappings displayed by prepositions and spatial particles and have 

delivered illuminating explanations of the polysemy of these small units.    
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CL is committed to explaining linguistic meaning in terms of general cognitive processes. 

This stance includes analyzing meaning, not solely as the cumulative sum of compositional 

meaning in an utterance, but as the interactive, amalgamated product of both linguistic 

composition and conceptual knowledge (e.g., Gibbs, 1996, 2006; Taylor, 2002; Tyler, 2012; 

Tyler & Evans, 2001, 2003; Evans, 2006, 2009, 2010).  According to CL, interpretations of even 

the simplest utterances involve–in addition to correspondences between linguistic items and their 

immediate meaning–the cognitive employment of our knowledge of objects, animate entities, 

humans as intentional beings with certain cognitive and physical capacities, and the world in 

which we exist.   

CL views that language use reflects the human embodied experience of the world.  Take, 

for example, how we experience the concept of containment.  Visualize, for example: 

 

[A] child in a red dress who watches her mother put cookies into a jar. The child then 

takes the lid off of the jar and looks inside to search for the cookies. She reaches into the 

jar, reaches down into the cookies to find a particular cookie near the bottom, grasps the 

cookie (so that the cookie is now in her hand), and takes it out. She wraps the cookie in a 

napkin. She walks with the cookie through a door into another room, where she is picked 

up in her mother’s arms and put into a high chair. She watches the mother pour milk into 

a glass. She then dunks her cookie into the milk (which is itself contained in the glass), 

and puts the cookie into her mouth. (Dewell, 2005, p. 371-372) 

 

Starting early in life, we are surrounded by countless entities that resemble containers and 

encounter endless experiences of containment, some of which are obvious, typical containers 
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while others are less typical.  Based on such recurrent experiences, we form schematic 

representation of containers and containment scenes, called an image-schema.  Prepositions 

represent symbolic references to image-schemas that are structured around repeated embodied 

experiences.  Hence, to understand what ‘in’ means is to understand the CONTAINMENT image-

schema it symbolizes: an entity that is located interior to another and within its boundaries as 

well as a set of salient consequences that result from this spatial relation.  Image-schemas 

representing scenes described by prepositions (and other spatial markers) are analyzed as a 

relationship between two entities in a Figure-Ground relation (also known as Trajector (TR)-

Landmark (LM)).  Under a CL approach, prepositional polysemy flows from the particular TR-

LM configuration represented by the preposition and the consequences it holds for humans based 

on their prior interactions with entities in the particular TR-LM configuration, i.e., the specific 

function that this configuration serves, also known as the functional element. 

Following the CL approach, specifically the Model of Principled Polysemy (henceforth 

PPM) (Tyler & Evans, 2001, 2003), the polysemy of prepositions and similar particles is but a 

motivated phenomenon by which these linguistic units have been systematically extended (see 

also Mahpeykar, 2014; Mahpeykar & Tyler, 2015, for applications of this model to the polysemy 

of verbs and phrasal verbs).  According to the PPM, prepositional polysemy is explained in terms 

of radial semantic networks clustering around a central meaning (the primary sense) from which 

other meanings extend in conceptually-motivated ways related to image-schemas.  One of the 

aims of my dissertation is to move the study of Arabic prepositions forward by examining the 

polysemy of two prominent Arabic prepositions and explaining it in light of CL. 

The PPM was first introduced to analyze the polysemous nature of English prepositions 

and spatial particles.  During the 15 years that followed the introduction of this groundbreaking 



4 
  

model, the PPM has been extensively applied to almost all the English prepositions (e.g., Evans 

& Tyler, 2004a, 2004b; Hoemann, 2014; Tyler & Evans, 2001, 2003, 2004a), and it has been put 

to the challenge, by its authors, to investigate its potential universality by applying it to the study 

of spatial particles in other languages.  Ever since, this model has been extended to analyze 

spatial particles in many languages such as Bulgarian (Tchizmarova, 2006), Farsi (Mahpeykar & 

Tyler, 2011), German (Liamkina 2007), Korean (Kang, 2012), Polish (Knas, 2006), Russian 

(Shakhova & Tyler, 2010), Spanish (Kissling, Tyler, Warren, & Negrete, 2018), and Vietnamese 

(Ho, working paper, as cited in Kang, 2012) (See also Tyler & Evans, 2004b; Tyler, Mueller, & 

Ho, 2010a; Tyler, Ho, & Mueller, 2011, for applications of this model to inform second language 

teaching material design, and quasi-experimental research).  Where analysis of Arabic 

prepositions is concerned, very little published research applying CL exists.  This dissertation 

addresses this gap by undertaking a corpus-based analysis of the polysemy of two frequently 

occurring Arabic prepositions which follows the guidelines posited by Tyler and Evans (e.g., 

2003).  Inspired by CL, my goal is to illuminate the link between human cognition and the 

complex semantics of Arabic prepositions in Modern Standard Arabic (MSA). 

Like English prepositions, Arabic prepositions are polysemous.  However, Arabic 

prepositions and particles–as I mentioned above–were not the focus of much attention for a long 

time, a direction that reflected the view that these units were not worthy of primary analysis.  In 

some cases, prepositions were seen as carrying minimal meaning, if any at all, beyond their 

purpose to locate entities in space.  For example, many classical grammars defined prepositions 

and particles as not having meaning in themselves but owing meaning to other parts of the 

utterance (e.g., Zajjājī, 1984; Ibn ʿAqīl, 1987).  Even when prepositions were addressed, often by 

a commitment to their belonging to the linguistic system, the multiplicity of meanings they 
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expressed were not adequately explained.  Their multifaceted ability of expression has been 

taken for granted under the assumption of their being malleable to the context they appear in.  

Thus, their complex semantics has been considered context dependent and hence externally-

given.  Under CL theory, all linguistic units are understood as meaningful designations, 

including units as small as grammatical morphemes and as complex as sentence constructions.  

In this dissertation, I demonstrate that Arabic prepositions are meaningful units and that–contrary 

to a prevailing assumption that their meanings are dependent on readings imposed by context–

prepositions are semantically contentful and necessitate that the semantics of the utterance be 

compatible with their own semantics.  

The polysemy of Arabic prepositions has not been recognized beyond what corresponds 

to Arabic-Arabic dictionary listings, merely enumerated and complemented by example 

sentences (Esseesy, 2010).  Arabic grammars–in their cataloging of the different meanings of a 

given preposition–have not made any statements regarding the relationship between one entry 

and another in the list, an approach that represents all meanings as equal and does not assume 

any relationships between them.  To give them credit, these accounts almost always started their 

description of a given preposition with a basic spatial meaning occurring first such as وعاء wi‘ā’ 

‘container’ for the preposition في fī meaning ‘in’ and االستعالء al-isti‘lā’ ‘superposition’ for the 

preposition على ‘alā meaning ‘on’.  However, based on the representation of these accounts, it is 

not clear whether meanings beyond the spatial meaning were seen as extensions of it or whether 

they were considered contextual variations of a monosemous origin. 

Another area that has been neglected in treatments of Arabic prepositions and which 

pertains to prepositional polysemy is how the different meanings associated with a preposition 

arise.  This issue is two-fold.  For one, previous grammars have shied away from answering the 
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question of how prepositions might possibly have come to have so many meanings.  Given the 

way these meanings were presented as mere lists, they appear to be random with no rationale to 

explain their relatedness or how they might arise.  The second part of this issue pertains to the 

number of senses identified for each preposition.  In their description of prepositions, previous 

grammars did not explain the approach by which a distinct meaning is recognized.  In the 

absence of any defining criteria, it was not clear what counted as a distinct meaning and what did 

not, which led to the discrepancy in the number and semantic spectrum of meanings assigned to 

each preposition.   

Considering the above background about Arabic prepositions, several, central strands of 

information remain inadequately explained, or for some parts totally missing.  To summarize 

them, first, Arabic prepositions were generally seen as void of meaning, often malleable to 

interpretations imposed by context.  Second, previous accounts made no statements about the 

primary sense in terms of where and how a preposition gets its exact definition and in terms of its 

status in relation to other senses.  The rationale for identifying the primary sense is almost 

always absent. Third, prepositions are often considered interchangeable with other prepositions.  

Their definitions lack accurate descriptions of where the similarities end and how two 

prepositions can be distinguished from each other.  Fourth, treatments of their multiple meanings 

did not explain how the distinct meanings arise, nor did they articulate a process by which an 

extended sense could be identified.  In my current treatment of two of the most polysemous 

Arabic prepositions, I demonstrate that the PPM–though originally focused on the analysis of 

English prepositions–provides answers to the multiple gaps in previous research on Arabic 

prepositions. 
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Informed by tenets of CL, the PPM posits several guidelines that–when implemented–

provide corroborating evidence for defining the primary sense of a preposition in terms of a TR-

LM, precisely describing its spatial designations and distinguishing it from other prepositions 

that might seem synonymous in certain, limited cases.  Moreover, the PPM recognizes the status 

of the primary sense as central to the meaning extension, i.e., it is the sense from which other 

senses arise.  The PPM addresses how meaning gets extended through cognitive processes, and 

therefore presents systematic links between the senses in a network of organized, connected 

meanings, i.e., a semantic network.  Extended meanings are thus viewed and explained as 

motivated and related.  In addition, the PPM provides guidelines for recognizing the distinct 

senses.  This makes the process of describing a given semantic network less subjective and more 

methodologically constrained.   

In light of this background, it is my goal in this dissertation to fill the gap in previous 

treatments of Arabic prepositions by (1) analyzing the semantic network of two “of the most 

polysemous and polyfunctional Arabic prepositions” (Esseesy, 2010, p. 167), ‘alā and fī; (2) 

precisely describing their central semantics; and (3) explaining how they have come to possess 

the spectrum of meanings they exhibit in relation to their central meanings and in cognitively 

motivated ways.  To accomplish this task, I implement the analytical tools posited by the PPM, 

which–despite its application to many languages–has not been utilized for analyzing the Arabic 

prepositions. 

In light of the above introduction, my dissertation sets out to accomplish the following 

research goals: 
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1. Implement the principles of CL, as a theory that recognizes the role of human 

conceptualization and experientially embodied basis, to explain the phenomenon of 

Arabic prepositional polysemy.   

2.  Add to the rich research on PPM, by applying it to Arabic, a typologically different 

language, and the first Semitic language to be analyzed using this model. 

3. Methodologically propose semantic networks for the two Arabic prepositions of support 

and containment, ‘alā (on) and fī (in) respectively, explain the motivations behind their 

extended sense, and motivate the specific senses through a corpus analysis. 

Hence, the analyses presented here provide semantic networks representing the meanings 

exhibited by the two prepositions, distinguishing between their primary meanings and extended 

senses.  The analyses of these two prepositions are based on a set of data extracted from the 

Arabic Corpus Tool.1  

The rest of the dissertation is structured as follows: The remainder of this chapter covers 

the theoretical background and relevant principles which are foundational to the analyses 

presented later.  I start by describing the corpus from which tokens were extracted and the 

extraction methodology used.  Next, I discuss the PPM in addition to a set of relevant CL 

principles and tenets. Chapter 2 presents the analysis and the semantic network of the preposition 

‘alā, and Chapter 3 presents a parallel analysis of the preposition fī.  Finally, Chapter 4 

concludes this dissertation with a summary of important findings and discusses some of the 

limitations that call for future research. 

 

                                                
1 More about the corpus and the specific data set can be found in the next section.  
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1.1 Corpus and Methodology 

The analyses in this dissertation are based on datasets that are extracted from the 

ArabiCorpus, a corpus that is compiled and maintained by Brigham Young University, USA.  

This Arabic corpus consists of approximately 30 million words and can be accessed at 

http://arabicorpus.byu.edu. ArabiCorpus is composed of five subcorpora dedicated to the 

following genres: Pre-modern Arabic, Newspapers, Modern Literature, Nonfiction, and Egyptian 

Colloquial Arabic.  The corpus distinguishes between Egyptian Colloquial Arabic and other 

subcorpora such as Modern Literature and Newspapers that are presumably written solely in 

Modern Standard Arabic.  However, it is noted on their website that the Modern Literature and 

Newspapers subcorpora contain some colloquial content.  Hence, while some modern literary 

works are written entirely in MSA, it is not at all surprising that many will contain a certain 

amount of colloquial dialect.  

The tokens considered for analyses in the current work are extracted from the subcorpora 

dedicated to Modern Literature.  As of February 2012, the ‘Modern Literature’ corpus has 

1,026,171 words. As the name suggests, the Modern Literature corpus is composed of modern 

literary works, primarily novels. These novels are written by authors representing the following 

countries: Egypt, Palestine, Algeria, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Syria, and Lebanon. Currently about 

half of the material in the Modern Literature corpus is from Egypt, about a fourth from Algeria, 

and lesser amounts from the rest of the countries.  Most of the literary works are written 

completely in MSA, but some works are intertwined with colloquial dialogues.  Only few works 

under the Modern Literature subcorpora are written entirely in colloquial dialects, such as Taxi.   

For the complete list of works represented in the Modern Literature corpora, see Appendix A.  It 

is important to note here that the tokens considered for analysis in this dissertation are limited to 
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MSA examples.  Any colloquial examples that might have occurred in the randomly selected 

corpus lines were eliminated from the analysis. 

The polysemy analyses presented in Chapters 2 and 3 are based on extracted samples of 

randomly selected instances of occurrence, 1800 for fī and 1350 for ‘alā.  See Appendix B for 

the extraction code used to randomly select the concordance lines considered in the current 

analyses.  Representative MSA example sentences are presented throughout under my analyses 

of the two prepositions.   

1.2 Theoretical Frameworks 

1.2.1 Basic tenets of Cognitive Linguistics 

The purpose of this section is to introduce my reader to some of the main commitments 

of CL and the principles under which it operates.  However, since providing a comprehensive 

account of CL is beyond the limited scope of this dissertation, I will focus on concepts that are 

fundamental to the analyses that I present in the core of this dissertation. 

CL is a theory of language which draws on findings from multiple disciplines.  It was 

first introduced in the 1970’s and has been since gaining momentum and recognition.  Today, CL 

is a well-recognized theory that has generated a substantial amount of research, mostly (though 

not solely) in the areas of cognitive semantics (e.g., Fauconnier, 1994; Fauconnier & Turner, 

2002; Johnson, 1987; Lakoff, 1987; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980, 1999; Sweetser, 1990; Talmy, 

2000), cognitive grammar (e.g., Langacker, 1987, 1991; 2002; 1999; Talmy, 2000), and 

construction grammar (e.g., Goldberg, 1995), in addition to other areas that share mutual ground 

with language and cognition such as language acquisition (e.g., Ellis, 1999) and historical 

linguistics (especially grammaticalization) (e.g., Heine, 1997; Hopper & Traugott, 2003; 
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Traugott & Dasher, 2002).  In addition to covering a broad territory of theoretical ground, CL 

has recently revolutionized the fields of second language research and pedagogy, where 

applications of this theory have been utilized to inform analyses used in both non-traditional 

second-language instruction (e.g., Bielak & Pawlak, 2013; Kermer, 2016; Tyler, 2012; Wong, 

Zhao, & MacWhinney, 2018) and Second Language Acquisition (SLA) experimental research 

(e.g., Tyler, Jan, & Huang, 2018).   

One of the fundamental commitments underlying the CL approach to language is the 

Cognitive Commitment (Lakoff, 1990).  It is the commitment to providing a linguistic 

characterization that considers the role of human cognition and the knowledge acquired about 

cognition from other fields such as cognitive and developmental psychology, neuroscience, 

philosophy, and anthropology.  Hence, cognitive linguists are committed to the view that an 

accurate, insightful account of the human language system should be in light of what is known 

about the human cognitive systems: 

 

CL is committed to the position that language is best understood as a reflection of 

multiple, interacting cognitive processes and a representation of cognition being crucially 

shaped by the particular nature of the human body, including our perceptual system, and 

our interactions with the world (Tyler, 2012, p. 36). 

 

Following the Cognitive Commitment, meaning is seen as constructed under the influence of 

human conceptualization, that is, aspects of our cognition shape how we use and interpret 

language.  Given this commitment, several basic principles underlie the CL approach adopted in 

this dissertation.  I discuss these principles next.   
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1.2.1.1 Language is a symbolic structure   

The main function of language is to communicate, and communication requires making 

references to internal thoughts and ideas and to the external surrounding.  To serve this function, 

language represents a symbolic structure made up of symbolic units (Langacker, 2008).  

Accordingly, CL views all linguistic units (morphemes, words, and grammatical constructions) 

as form-meaning pairings, each of which constitutes a symbolic assembly consisting of a form 

pole and a semantic pole (Langacker, 2008).  A form can be the phonological form, an 

orthographic representation, or even a signed word using sign language; a meaning is the 

conventional semantic content linked to that form as used by speakers of a speech community.  

For example, when an English speaker utters the word head, represented by the phonological 

form [hɛd], she does not refer to a specific instance of the body part.  Rather, head can be linked 

to a rich conceptual image, allowing the language user to draw from a range of meanings and 

employ the word in a variety of uses, ranging from senses that describe the body part and 

extending to uses that include other meanings that are associated with the form head such as a 

department head, a head of lettuce or even the head of a syntactic structure.  Thus, words such as 

head do not refer to actual objects in the physical world; instead, they are prompts for an ideal 

meaning drawn from a concept that exists in the mind of the language speaker.  Hence, the 

semantic structure where much linguistic meaning is generated can be equated with the 

conceptual structure which is built around symbolic representations.  

Given the symbolic thesis, every aspect of language (including both the grammar and 

lexicon) is meaningful regardless of its size.  Such a unit can be as short as the English present 

tense marking in tells, the definite article the, a word such as the noun book, or even a complete 

sentence such as Raneem baked Layan a cake.  Each of these units signals a conventional 
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meaning.  For example, the present-tense marking signifies the meaning ‘here and now’ (Tyler, 

2012), the word book signifies a binding of a printed form, and the construction Raneem baked 

Layan a cake together with the lexicon in it signifies an INTENDED CAUSE-TO-RECEIVE sense, that 

is, Raneem baked the cake with the intention of causing Layan to receive it (e.g., see Goldberg, 

1995, for a discussion of the transfer sense associated with the ditransitive construction).   

The significance of this symbolic thesis to the analysis of language in general and 

prepositions, in particular, lies in recognizing that every linguistic form, including prepositions, 

prompts for a meaning pole.  Moreover, the meaning pole is a complex conceptual 

representation.  Prepositions (like other linguistic forms) represent symbolic units that are linked 

to rich concepts. 

1.2.1.2 Meaning is conceptual in nature 

I have argued that linguistic forms are symbolic units in form-meaning pairings, and that 

meaning is accessed from a structure of rich concepts.  It follows that when a linguistic unit 

prompts for a meaning, it does not describe the world as it exists in objective reality.  It describes 

meaning as it is structured in human conceptualization.  After all, we can only access the world 

through our perceptual systems; our understanding of the world is mediated through our 

particular bodies, including our particular perceptual systems.  Accordingly, meaning arises as 

the result of input from our interactions with the world.  Every physical interaction involves 

sensory-perceptual information that is recorded and integrated towards a meaningful 

conceptualization of the interaction.  Hence, to access meaning is to access the conceptual 

structure that was originally created by our perception.  Therefore, a linguistic expression does 

not reference the physical world as it exists nor does it draw meaning independently of the 

human conceptualization.  What it references is an interpretation of the world as it resides in our 
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conceptual system, a projected reality (Jackendoff, 1983).  This is not to suggest that this 

interpretation is divorced from reality.  Rather, while signaling a referent in the real world, it is a 

subjective representation of the world.  This representation is dynamic in the sense that repeated 

experiences with the world will correspond to repeated instances of input being recorded over 

and over again.  The result is a rich body of knowledge termed an image-schema.   

Image-schemas are abstract conceptual representations that arise from our experience of 

the world.  They are the result of recurrent patterns of kinesthetic and perceptory input from 

interactions with our surroundings (e.g., Lakoff, 1987; Johnson, 1987).  For example, as we 

interact with our surroundings, repeated experiences with containers and surfaces will give rise 

to image-schemas like CONTAINMENT and SUPPORT respectively.  Image-schemas, while being 

abstract, rudimentary concepts, are complex in the sense that they capture multiple elements and 

consequences that are part of a given scene.  A CONTAINMENT image-schema, for instance, is 

structured around several elements: an interior, a boundary, and an exterior.  These elements are 

recorded conceptually when containment-related experiences are encountered.  Moreover, these 

elements give rise to an array of consequences that we associate with containment experiences 

over time.  Evans and Green (2006) illustrate this idea nicely: 

 

Imagine a cup of coffee in your hand. If you move the cup slowly up and down, or from 

side to side, you expect the coffee to move with it. This is because a consequence of 

containment, given that it is defined by boundaries, is that it constrains the location of 

any entity within these boundaries. In other words, the cup exerts force-dynamic control 

over the coffee…but this kind of knowledge, which we take for granted, is acquired as a 

consequence of our interaction with our physical environment (p. 183). 
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The development of image-schema theory–first proposed by cognitive linguists and 

cognitive semanticists like Johnson (1987) and Lakoff (1990) among others–is now well-

supported by research on developmental psychology and related cognitive sciences.  Jean 

Mandler, a renowned cognitive psychologist who focuses on early developmental psychology, 

describes the formation of an image-schema as a redescription of spatial experience via 

perceptual analysis; this redescription is mapped into a schematic conceptualization (1992, p. 

591).  Mandler reviews, on several occasions (e.g., 1988, 1992, 2005, 2008), research that asserts 

this conceptual capacity in preverbal infants.  At a very young age of few months old, infants 

have been shown to react to experimental stimuli in a manner that indicates an abstract 

understanding of spatial concepts like CONTACT, SUPPORT, and CONTAINMENT among other 

image-schemas (e.g., Aguiar & Baillargeon, 1998; Baillargeon, Needham, & DeVos, 1992; 

Smitsman, Dejonckheere, & De Wit, 2009).   

This finding, that image-schemas are fundamental for a child’s conceptual development, 

is seconded by the pervasiveness of image-schemas reflected in the human language system as a 

whole.  The ubiquity of image-schema projections in language attests to the embodiment of 

language as well as cognition.  

1.2.1.3 Language is grounded in embodied experience  

I mentioned earlier that we access the world through our perceptual-sensory systems, that 

is, we experience the world as it is mediated by our physiological and neurological structure.  It 

follows that the human experience is embodied.  To explain what it means to have an embodied 

cognition, let us take as an example the influence of our visual system on our experience of the 

world.  Given the specific structure of our visual apparatus, we are only capable of seeing certain 

waves of color in the presence of light, and infrared waves are not one of them.  Hence, we have 
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no visual access to our surrounding within the infrared range.  As such, our experience of 

darkness (and hence the concept of it) is the outcome of our limited visual capacity.  Not being 

able to see in dark surroundings and our vision being dependent on the presence of light have 

certain consequences for us in terms of how we conceptualize darkness versus light.  Some of 

these consequences pertain to not being able to see and thus having little knowledge of our 

surrounding.  Just like our experience of darkness is mediated by the limitations (or capacities) of 

our visual system, our conceptualization of darkness is mediated by the input from this 

experience.  Recurrent patterns of this type of experience inform why we have the particular 

concepts of darkness and light that we have.  But what if our visual apparatus were capable of 

vision in the absence of light as if equipped with infrared receptors or night-vision devices?  In 

this hypothetical case, our conceptualization of darkness would have been completely different if 

not absent in the first place.  This entails that our cognition is embodied.   

Recall my discussion of the conceptual nature of language in the previous section.  I 

mentioned that to access meaning (and hence language) is to access concepts.  Given that our 

conceptualization of the world is based on our embodied experience of the world, it follows that 

language is also embodied.  Let us go back to our embodied concepts of darkness and light.  

Not only do we rely on these concepts to navigate our environment.  Our embodied experience 

of darkness and light is translated into a LIGHT-DARK image-schema (e.g., Lakoff & Johnson, 

1980) which, in turn, is reflected in our language use in utterances such as I am in the dark when 

it comes to this theory where we metaphorically refer to lack of knowledge as being in a dark 

place.  

Contrary to traditional views, from a CL perspective, metaphorical expressions like the 

above are not limited to being rhetorical tools to enhance literary texts.  Like image-schemas, 
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metaphors are displays of the conceptual nature of language and proof of the pervasiveness of 

embodiment in linguistic expression.  Conceptual metaphors are defined as cross-domain 

mappings, from a concrete source domain (i.e., the domain from which the concept is borrowed 

to explain another) onto an abstract target domain (i.e., the domain to be described) (Johnson, 

1987; Lakoff, 1987).  For example, Lakoff and Johnson (1980) use the following examples 

among others to illustrate the conceptual metaphor LOVE IS A JOURNEY: 

 

(1.1) I don’t think this relation is going anywhere. 

(1.2) We’ll just have to go our separate ways. 

 

Lakoff and Johnson explain that the systematic aspect of metaphors is a reflection of the 

systematicity of conceptual structure.  The structure behind the conceptual metaphor LOVE IS A 

JOURNEY is apparent in the systematic patterns of mappings from concrete source concepts (i.e., 

JOURNEY, TRAVELERS, ROUTE) onto abstract target concepts (i.e., LOVE RELATIONSHIP, LOVERS, 

EVENT).  Lakoff and Johnson further emphasize that, like image-schemas, conceptual metaphors 

are grounded in embodied experience.  For example, they argue that metaphors apparent in 

expressions such as We are in love represent projections of the embodied image-schema 

CONTAINMENT whereby the spatial, bodily-based aspects of containment are mapped onto the 

abstract domain of being in a certain state such as love, giving rise to the conceptual metaphor 

STATES ARE LOCATIONS.   

 The experiential basis for language and metaphor has been further amplified by Grady 

(1997) in his theory of primary metaphors.  Grady explains that primary metaphors are based on 

two separate phenomena, which are frequently observed as occurring together. Take, for 
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example, the primary metaphor MORE IS UP apparent in sentences like The prices went up. This 

primary metaphor is motivated by an experiential correlation between QUANTITY and VERTICAL 

ELEVATION, in which case increase in elevation often correlates with an increase in quantity. 

Think an increase of water (amount) and rising level of verticality of the liquid in a glass.  As 

such, an experiential correlation is a conceptual association between two basic, experientially-

based concepts (Grady, 1997). 

  The experientially grounded cognitive processes discussed in this section, image-schema, 

metaphor, and experiential correlation, are all examples of prevalent phenomena in language.  

Their prevalence points to the existence of patterns that underlie human language.  These 

patterns provide evidence that asserts the embodied nature of cognition.  Furthermore, they assert 

that an embodied conceptual structure underpins language.  Most importantly, these 

experientially based cognitive processes, along with many others, motivate the process of 

meaning extension and give rise to the polysemy associated with most linguistic units.  

1.2.1.4 All linguistic units (or at least almost all) are polysemous   

Polysemy is generally the phenomenon by which a given lexical unit exhibits several 

interrelated meanings.  Traditionally, polysemy was viewed as a phenomenon that is limited to 

the lexicon; however, cognitive linguists observed patterns of polysemy beyond the lexicon, for 

example, in morphology (e.g., the polysemy of the bounded morpheme -er in teacher, toaster, 

bestseller (Evans & Green, 2006, p. 36) and in syntax (e.g., the polysemy of constructions; see 

Goldberg (1992, 1995, 1997)).  Hence, the CL view of polysemy holds that it generalizes across 

both the grammar and the lexicon and that units of language regardless of their size can exhibit 

degrees of polysemy. 
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Cognitive linguists with their commitment to the cognitive thesis advocate that polysemy 

is the product of the conceptual nature of language, and they seek to explain it in light of 

conceptual and cognitive processes.  Under this assumption, cognitive linguists posit that words 

exhibit polysemous meanings in a manner that reflects the conceptual semantic structure.  

According to this view, polysemous words are conceptual categories organized around a central 

prototype (Lakoff, 1987).  Within these conceptual categories, the radial branches or clusters of 

meanings are extensions of the central meaning; however, they are viewed as distinct from the 

central meaning.  This view is in contrast with the monosemous view of word meaning adopted 

in traditional approaches.  While traditional approaches recognized the polysemy phenomenon, 

they viewed it as being a surface feature.  According to their view, a given word possesses a 

single underspecified meaning, and the range of additional meanings a word displays is the 

outcome of contextual information filled in by context. (Ruhl, 1989).   

Cognitive linguists, namely cognitive semanticists, reject the monosemy approach and 

advocate a polysemous view of language.  However, one drawback to their accounts of polysemy 

concerned the mechanisms by which they analyzed, which have raised a certain amount of 

controversy in the field.  One debate that has occupied the CL literature for some time is the 

‘over’ debate.  In Lakoff’s (1987) analysis of the polysemy of the English preposition over, he 

proposed proliferation of meanings for over that mounted up to several dozen distinct senses. 

Moreover, his definition of the central meaning for over appeared to encode fine-grained details 

(see Tyler & Evans, 2003, for a criticism of this analysis), such as the dimensions of the 

landmark.  Lakoff’s approach was criticized for its overly granular analysis, referred to as the 

full specification model.  Lakoff’s overly specified senses appeared to obscure the role of context 

and low-level inferencing in meaning interpretation.  In a sense, Lakoff’s analysis was the 
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opposite of the monosemy approach I discussed earlier.  The criticism surrounding Lakoff’s 

account (e.g., Sandra & Rice, 1995) warned against the polysemy fallacy (Sandra, 1998) where 

the amount of polysemy supposedly exhibited by a lexical unit is exploded.  The result of this 

criticism was a call for a methodological approach to polysemy that can minimize the analyst’s 

subjective intuition and yield principled analysis.  The call for a methodologically constrained 

model of analysis was answered by Tyler and Evans (2001, 2003, 2004a) who proposed the 

Model of Principled Polysemy (PPM) to fill this gap.  In their book The Semantics of English 

Prepositions, they introduced the benefits offered by their model and illustrated its application to 

a methodologically replicable analysis of over.  The final section of this chapter discusses the 

PPM in some detail.  The PPM like many cognitive semantic theories utilizes concepts from 

Gestalt psychology and other interdisciplinary fields, some of which warrant discussion before I 

turn to the model itself.  Recall that one of the guiding principles of CL is its integration of 

cognitive tools from related sciences that lend themselves to the cognitive view and hence 

analysis of language.  The concepts I will explain in the coming section are especially relevant to 

(but not limited to) a cognitively-situated description of spatial language.  Therefore, they are 

due for introduction prior to discussing the model. 

1.2.1.5 Spatial scenes in Cognitive Linguistics   

Expressions that refer to the spatial world are ubiquitously present in language.  After all, 

our existence and evolution are based on the space surrounding us.  We use spatial description to 

locate entities in space, to narrate a story, or give directions.  The centrality of space to the 

human language and cognition is reflected in the attention that cognitive linguists and cognitive 

psychologists among others dedicate to the study of space-related concepts.   
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 CL as an enterprise with a cognitive commitment has adopted tools from other 

cognitively-oriented approaches like Gestalt psychology and has utilized them to inform 

linguistic analysis of space.  The relevance of Gestalt psychology concepts to CL comes from its 

alignment with what has been discovered about the human mind and hence its usefulness to a 

theory of the interplay between language and cognition.  Gestalt psychology was first developed 

at the end of the nineteenth century, and it is mainly concerned with explaining unconscious 

perceptual processes that make it possible to construct holistic impressions referred to as gestalts 

from incomplete perceptual input (e.g., Katz, 1979).  A Gestalt principle that lends itself to CL 

spatial analysis is the principle of figure-ground segregation. 

    Humans do not perceive the physical world and objects in that world in terms of a flat 

visual array. We perceive the spatial world as an organization of figure-ground relations.  

Perceptually, the object with a definable contour is perceived as prominent and hence the figure.  

On the other hand, the ground is the entity that is not in focus and hence is perceived as a 

background.  This perceptually-grounded segregation of figure and ground is mirrored in the 

structure of linguistic expression.  When we use language to describe space, we give prominence 

to the figure which is usually the smaller, movable entity, and we locate it in terms of a 

background element, or the ground, which the larger, static entity.  For example, in the sentence 

The book is on the table, the book represents the figure which is the element being located and 

the table the ground which is the locating element.  Figure-ground distinctions are another 

example of a systematic pattern in language that echoes the systematicity of perception.  In CL, 

the distinction between the figure and ground is paralleled by the terms Trajector (TR) and 

Landmark (LM).  Langacker (2008) explains that the terms TR and LM are representations of 

the asymmetry created by giving prominence to an entity in relation to another.  According to 
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Langacker (2008), reversing the TR-LM alignment when describing a spatial scene is a 

mechanism by which we change construal, where construal refers to the ability to view and 

hence describe a scene in more than way: 

 

An expression’s meaning is not just the conceptual content it evokes—equally important 

is how that content is construed. As part of its conventional semantic value, every 

symbolic structure construes its content in a certain fashion….In viewing a scene, what 

we actually see depends on how closely we examine it, what we choose to look at, which 

elements we pay most attention to, and where we view it from. The corresponding labels 

I will use, for broad classes of construal phenomena, are specificity, focusing, 

prominence, and perspective. (p. 55) 

 

One way of changing construal is by reversing the TR and LM assignment, i.e., 

foregrounding one entity and backgrounding the other (e.g. The river under the bridge versus 

The bridge over the river).  Another way of changing construal is by changing the point from 

which the scene is being viewed, referred to as the vantage point.  Scenes can be viewed from 

more than one vantage point.  For example, a scene can be viewed from an off-stage vantage 

point.  That is, the construer is external to the spatial scene.  In other cases, the construer would 

be part of the scene, and hence the scene would be construed from an on-stage vantage point.  In 

some cases, the change of the vantage point associated with a spatial expression can give rise to 

an extended sense.  For example, Tyler and Evans (2003) explain that the default vantage point 

in the proto-scene associated with the preposition in is an off-stage (i.e., external) vantage point: 

The cat is in the box.  They further argue that an on-stage vantage point motivates a cluster of 

extended meanings associated with in, one of which is the perceptual accessibility sense in 

sentences like: 
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(1.3) I have him in sight 

(1.4) I stayed (with)in earshot of baby Max’s cry 

 

 In addition to the above concepts, the functional element is a fundamental component in 

the description of any spatial scene.  A functional element is part of the schematic representation 

of a spatial particle.  The functional element is the salient interactive element in a given spatial 

relation.  To explain, as we interact with entities in particular spatial relations, we construe the 

configuration of entities as having certain functions or consequences.  These meaningful 

consequences and functions are referred to as the ‘functional element’ (Tyler & Evans, 2003; see 

also Vandeloise, 1991, 1994 for the term ‘functional concepts’ and Herskovits, 1986, 1988 for 

the term ‘functional salience’).  Vandeloise (1991) explains that, when we use prepositions to 

describe spatial scenes, the decision as to which preposition to employ does not solely rely on 

how the two objects are organized in spatial geometry.  Rather, functional concepts of the objects 

involved are fundamentally at play (Vandeloise, 1991, 1994, 2005; Coventry, 1999; Feist & 

Gentner, 2003, 2007).  Containment and support are examples of these functions and will be 

discussed in detail under my analyses of the two Arabic prepositions ‘alā and fī.   

1.2.2 The Principled Polysemy Model 

Informed by principles and tenets of CL, Tyler and Evans (2001, 2003, 2004a) proposed 

their groundbreaking Principled Polysemy Model to answer the call for a methodologically 

constrained model of polysemy.  They utilized their model to explain the polysemy of a set of 

English prepositions.  According to them, prepositions are highly polysemous linguistic units 

albeit the nature of their multiple meanings is not arbitrary.  They posit that the seemingly 
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arbitrary multiple interpretations associated with a single preposition are motivated in principled 

ways.   

The PPM proposed thorough guidelines that could resolve the existing controversy 

concerning prepositional polysemy, including which of the many senses associated with a 

preposition qualified (and by what measures) as a primary sense in contrast to extended 

meanings.  In addition to providing precise definitions of prepositional relationships for many of 

the English prepositions and particles, it also contrasted prepositions by highlighting similarities 

and differences among seemingly synonymous ones. Thus, the fine-grained analyses of English 

prepositions that this model has provided draw a holistic picture of space as it is divided by the 

various prepositions. (See Tyler & Evans, 2003, for their explanation of how some of the English 

prepositions divide up the vertical space).   

The PPM (Tyler & Evans, 2001, 2003) draws on the concept of embodied meaning 

discussed earlier in this chapter, the notion that meaning is conceptually formulated based on 

recurring patterns of experience.  Tyler and Evans explain that everyday encounters of highly 

frequent spatial configurations give rise to the “imagistic, schematic representations” (Tyler & 

Evans, 2001, p. 725) that language users draw on to interpret the meaning of a preposition when 

they conceive objects in comparable configurations.  The PPM also provides an answer to the 

question of how the extended senses of a preposition arise.  Tyler and Evans (2001) contend that 

language users assign a variety of meanings to a single lexical item, warranted that the inference 

relationship can be extrapolated.  As such, the prototypical, conceptual representation of a 

preposition (termed as the proto-scene and represented as holding a unique configuration 

between two objects: a trajector (TR) and a landmark (LM)) gets extended and new meanings are 

created.  Language users will creatively use prepositions and other linguistic items in new 
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situations as long as they believe their interlocutors can successfully interpret the intended 

meaning and make the right inferences.  Recurring uses of the new meanings can result in their 

conventionalization and substantiation as distinct but related instances of the proto-scene through 

a process of “pragmatic strengthening” (Tyler & Evans, 2001, p. 744–745).   

In addition to explaining how the meaning of a preposition gets extended to other 

meanings, Tyler and Evans (2003) also elucidate methodologically constrained principles that 

can be used to (1) analyze the network of meanings associated with a preposition and (2) identify 

the central meaning.  Integrating this information in a holistic model, they present prepositional 

polysemy in the form a semantic network, with the primary sense in the center of a radial 

extension of nodes representing the clusters of extended meanings.  See Figure 1.1 below for 

their representation of the polysemy network for the English preposition over. 

 

 

Figure 1.1 The semantic network for over, reproduced from Tyler & Evans (2003) 
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 Identifying the primary sense for a given preposition methodologically has been an area 

of controversy and a major gap in the field of study pertaining to prepositions.  According to the 

PPM, the primary sense of a given preposition or spatial particle, which represents a unique TR-

LM configuration along with a functional element, is one from which all the other senses are 

originally derived.  According to the methodology suggested by Tyler and Evans (2003), the 

primary sense will conform to most, if not all, of the following guidelines.   

The first guideline posits that the primary sense will have traces of its earliest attested 

meaning, based on etymological evidence.  This guideline was proposed by Tyler and Evans 

(2003) based on the vast amount of evidence (see Sweetser, 1990, for example) which 

demonstrated that–even in their most grammaticalized forms–words often exhibit vestiges of 

their historical meaning.  That is prepositions code for a basic spatial relationship.  In most cases, 

this relationship does not change over time, and very often the preposition will continue to code 

for that same spatial meaning.   

The second guideline for describing the primary sense relies on the predominance of the 

primary sense in the semantic network.  That is, “the meaning components [in the proto-scene] 

are most frequent in other distinct senses” (Tyler and Evans, 2001, p. 734).   This means that the 

unique relationship that holds between the TR and the LM for the primary sense will be present 

in the majority of the remaining senses’ representations.  To give an example, Tyler and Evans 

(2003) note that the semantic network of the English preposition over included fifteen distinct 

senses for the preposition, out of which eight involved a TR being higher than the LM.  Based on 

this evidence, they posit that the meaning of being higher than that they proposed for over clearly 

predominates in the network. 
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The third guideline towards describing the primary sense draws on its use in composite 

forms.  According to Tyler and Evans (2003), the way a spatial particle combines with other 

linguistic units in the language (as in phrasal verbs, for instance) to generate meaning serves as 

another type of evidence towards establishing the primary sense.2  In English, spatial particles 

participate in two kinds of composite forms: compound forms (as in overhead) and verb-particle 

forms (as in go over).  Tyler and Evans explain that several senses could possibly participate in 

composite forms, but not all the senses in the semantic network take part in such compounds.  

Participation in composite forms on its own is not enough to use as proof for the primary sense; 

however, a sense’s inability to participate in composite units is an indication that it is not likely 

to be the primary sense. 

The fourth guideline posited to delineate the primary sense comes from its relations to 

other spatial particles.  That is, the primary sense should contribute to distinguishing the 

polysemy network of one spatial particle from those of other particles in a given language.  Tyler 

and Evans advocate that, based on the spatial territory that each spatial particle describes, 

particles “appear to form compositional sets that divide up various spatial dimensions.” (2003, p, 

48).  For example, the English spatial particles above, over, under, and below form a 

compositional set amongst which the vertical dimension is divided (see Tyler & Evans, 2003, 

Chapter 5 for a detailed discussion of the contrasts among these particles). 

                                                
2 Although Tyler and Evans’s book (2003) is titled The semantics of English prepositions, their analysis 
includes both prepositions and particles.  Tyler and Evans use the generic label ‘spatial particles’ to refer 
to both types of linguistic forms (p. 62).  Their analysis also includes ‘adpreps’ (e.g., The movie is over) 
and ‘particle prefixes’ (e.g., overflow and overhead) (my emphasis) (p.62).  Following their methodology, 
I will use the label ‘spatial particle’ when referring to their guidelines and analysis.  However, the 
analysis presented in this dissertation focuses on two Arabic prepositions unless Arabic particles are 
otherwise mentioned or specified. 
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The fifth and last guidelines for describing the primary sense of a spatial particles 

concerns its grammatical predictions, i.e., the derivability of extended senses from the primary 

sense.  Based on this guideline, the assumption is that the different senses can be directly 

traceable to the primary sense of the spatial particle or (if not) to another sense that is derived 

from the primary sense.  That is, the relation between the primary sense and the other distinct 

senses in the network can be traced back to the proto-scene.  Another way of thinking about this 

is by considering that the primary sense has a ‘sanctioning’ property (Langacker, 1987).  The 

notion of a sanctioning property assumes that speakers will use a linguistic item creatively, yet 

they will use it only in a manner where the listener can deduce the intended meaning through 

contextual clues.  Over time, the new meaning will become entrenched through pragmatic 

strengthening. 

 In addition to proposing guidelines for describing the primary sense, the PPM also 

provides principles that can be used to distinguish distinct senses from the primary sense without 

being overly detailed.  The first principle for recognizing a distinct sense suggests that the 

proposed sense must include an additional meaning that is not present in the proto-scene or in 

other senses.  This additional aspect of meaning could be in the form of a different TR-LM 

configuration or a different, non-spatial meaning.  The second principle posits that there must be 

identifiable examples where the new sense can be understood as context independent, i.e., the 

new sense must not be a mere inference from the context it appeared in.  In other words, the 

extended senses should represent meanings that are entrenched in the semantic memory of the 

language speaker.   

In sum, the PPM is a procedural, methodologically-controlled model of semantic 

extension.  It recognizes the dynamicity of language in explaining the polysemy of spatial 
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particles.  More importantly, this model is structured around the role of human cognitive 

processes and embodied experience in meaning formation.  The commitment to the thesis of 

embodied cognition that this model adheres to makes it suitable for the analysis of spatial 

description which is–in essence–description of how we view and interact with the physical world 

around us.  Given these advantages over traditional approaches to polysemy, the next two 

chapters hope to elucidate the analysis of the two highly-frequent Arabic prepositions, ‘alā and 

fī. 
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CHAPTER 2  COGNITIVE LINGUISTICS ANALYSIS OF THE SEMANTICS OF ‘ALĀ 

Informed by the tenets of the Principled Polysemy Model (Tyler & Evans, 2001, 2003), 

this chapter provides a motivated cognitive analysis of the meanings associated with ‘alā based 

on a sample corpus of 1350 concordance lines extracted from the Modern Literature corpus, a 

section of corpora under the ArabiCorpus.3 

As mentioned in an earlier chapter, the Principled Polysemy Model posits important 

guidelines for both identifying the primary sense for a preposition and for distinguishing the 

distinct, extended senses.  These guidelines are revisited in the following sections as I present the 

analysis, discussing how the tenets of this model explain the motivation for the array of 

meanings exhibited by ‘alā.  In doing so, my goal is to explain the relationship between the 

primary sense and the other senses by emphasizing a link between them being motivated, radial 

extensions.  Also, this chapter defines the specifics of the spatial scene denoted by ‘alā in 

relation to those of other spatial particles of elevation, thus situating and distinguishing the 

spatial realm covered by this preposition, with the goal of providing a fuller, systematic 

description of its semantics.  In the next section, I start with a review of ‘alā in previous 

literature; next, I present my analysis of ‘alā informed by the PPM. 

2.1 ‘Alā in Previous Literature 

Early Arabic grammar accounts of ‘alā as well as modern and recent accounts might not 

have disputed over this preposition as an expression of a vertical relation of elevation; however, 

the exclusive nature of this relation has not been specifically explained nor distinguished in 

                                                
3 A search performed on the ArabiCorpus interactive website yielded approximately 13,500 concordance 
lines with the Arabic preposition ‘alā. 
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relation to other Arabic particles denoting vertical elevation.  For example, the classical 

reference Lisān al-‘Arab by Ibn Manẓūr (1970) lists the following examples as synonymous 

prompts denoting the scenario of being on the roof. 

 

 كنُت على السطح (2.1)
kuntu        ‘ala    s-saṭḥi  
was.1SG   on   the-roof 
I was on the roof 
 

 كنُت أعلى السطح (2.2)
kuntu       ’a‘la   s-saṭḥi 
was.1SG  up   the-roof 
I was atop the roof 
 

Another issue with previous accounts of prepositions such as ‘alā is that the array of 

meanings encompassed by the preposition are almost always either underspecified, over-

specified, or unjustified.  Take, for example, the definition of the Arabic preposition ‘alā in one 

of the classical Arabic dictionaries such as Mu‘jam Al-Hurūf wa-al-Zurūf [Dictionary of particles 

and adverbials] (Qumayr, 1973).4  This reference is by no means representative of all analyses of 

Arabic prepositions among scholars of Arabic, but it serves as an example that represents the 

persisting reliance of dictionaries on classical grammars.  In this reference, Qumayr assigns ‘alā 

ten distinct meanings, six of which define ‘alā as synonymous with other prepositions.5  These 

ten meanings are complimented by minimal elaboration (if any) and are followed by one 

example for each.  For purpose of illustrating the inadequacy of such accounts, I present below 

                                                
4 Names of references are transcribed following the American Library Association/United States Library 
of Congress protocols for the Romanization of Arabic, which is conventionally used in library catalogues. 
5 Although Qumayr (1973) lists nine meanings, his ninth category is in fact comprised of two different 
meanings, making a total of ten meanings. 
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the ten meanings as they appear in Qumayr’s dictionary.  The transcriptions, translations, and 

glosses are my own.  

Meaning I: االستعالء al-isti‘lā’ ‘to be elevated/higher than/in superior position.’  This is the 

basic meaning of ‘alā that almost every Arabic grammarian first refers to when discussing this 

preposition.  In their labeling of this meaning, they use the word ءاالستعال  al-isti‘lā’ which means 

being in a higher position.6  Qumayr (1973), for example, lists this meaning first and notes that 

‘being higher than’ could be either ‘true’ (meaning physical) or figurative.  He lists the following 

two examples for the two (spatial and non-spatial) meanings of being in a superior position: 

 

 زیٌد على السطحِ  (2.3)
zaydun    ‘ala    s-saṭḥi 
Zayd        on    the-roof 
Zayd is on the roof 

 

 لھ علّي دین (2.4)
la-hū      ‘alay-ya    daynun 
for-him    on-me     debt 
I am indebted to him 

 

The first of these two examples depicts a physical spatial relation by which a person is on the 

roof while the latter refers to the meaning whereby the speaker is burdened by a debt.  Clearly, 

these are two different meanings; however, most Arab grammarians inherited this obsolete 

definition of the preposition for centuries and copied it without considering the difference in 

meaning. 

                                                
6 The word al-isti‘lā’ is derived from the trilateral root ع-ل-و ‘-l-w.  This is the same stem from which the 
verb عال ‘alā ‘to be high/exalted’ is derived.  This verb has the same phonological representation as the 
preposition على ‘alā, yet they differ in terms of how the final long vowel is represented orthographically.  
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Meaning II: االستدراك al-istidrāk ‘redress.’  This is the second meaning among the 

meanings listed for ‘alā in Mu‘jam Al-Hurūf wa-al-Zurūf [Dictionary of Particles and 

Adverbials]. 

 

 على أن قرب الدار لیس بنافع  (2.5)
‘alā   ’anna   qurba        d-dāri        laysa                  bi  -nāfi‘in   
on      that      nearness   the-home    be not.MSG    with-use          
However, nearness of homes is useless 

 
 إذا كان من تھواه لیس بذي ود
’iðā   kāna                man           tahwā              -hu     laysa       bi-ðī                       wudin 
if     were.3MSG      who    2MSG.adore.IPFV-him    not         with-possession     desire 
if the one you adore does not find you dear 

 

Meaning III: الشرطیة aš-šarṭiyya ‘conditionality.’ 

 

 أعطاني ألف دینار على أن أمدحھ بقصیدة  (2.6)
’a‘ṭā-nī               ’alfa           dīnārin   ‘alā   ’an     amdaḥa-hu                    bi-qaṣīdatin 
gave.3MSG-me  thousand   dinar        on     that   1SG.praise.IPFV-him    with-poem 
He gave me one thousand dinars under the condition that I praise him in a poem 

 

Meaning IV: الكیفیة al-kayfiyya ‘manner.’ 

 

 األمر على خالف ما ترى  (2.7)
al-’amru    ‘alā        xilāfi             mā               tarā 
the-matter   on   disagreement    what   2MSG.see.IPFV 
The matter is different than what you think 
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Meaning V: الظرفیة aO-Oarfiyya ‘circumstantiality’  

 

 كان ذلك على عھد مأمون (2.8)
kāna               ðālika    ‘alā   ‘ahadi     ma’mūnin 
were.3MSG   that         on       era       Ma’moon 
It was during Mamoon’s rule 

 

Meaning VI: التعلیل at-ta‘līl ‘causality/justification’ [meaning  لـ li- ‘for/to’].  Qumayr 

(1973) notes that when ‘alā is used to mean causality, it is synonymous with the bound 

preposition li- which canonically corresponds to the English preposition ‘for’. 

 

 صاحبتك على أنك وفي (2.9)
ṣāḥabtu             -ka              ‘alā   ’anna-ka   wafiyun 
befriended.1SG-you.MSG  on      that-you    loyal 
I befriended you for you are loyal 

 

Meaning VII: المصاحبة al-muṣāḥaba ‘accompaniment’ [meaning ma’a ‘with/by’].  

Qumayr (1973) describes this meaning as equivalent to the preposition عم  ma’a, which generally 

corresponds to the English preposition ‘with.’  For this meaning, he provides the following 

example: 

 

 تزّوج على كبر سنھ (2.10)
tazawwaja            ‘alā      kibari       sinni-hi 
married.3MSG      on    largeness    age-his 
He married despite his old age 
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Meaning VIII: الواسطة al-wāsiṭa ‘intermediary’ [with the meaning of بـ bi- ‘with/by/in’]  

 

 سْر على اسم هللا  (2.11)
sir                           ‘alā     ismi    l-lahi 
walk.IMP.2MSG   on     name   God 
Go in the name of God 

 

ألمیرانتصرنا على یدي ا (2.12)  
intaṣar -nā           ‘alā    yadayi        l -’amīri 
triumphed.1PL    on    hand.DU   the-prince 
We triumphed by the hands of the prince 
 

As can be seen from the translations, this meaning generally corresponds to the meaning of the 

English preposition in. 

Meaning IX: Qumayr lists this meaning as including two synonyms grouped under it: 

with the meaning of عن ‘an ‘about’ or the meaning of إلى ’ilā ‘to’.  The way Qumayr puts it, this 

meaning of ‘alā seems to correspond with two other prepositions.  Qumayr does not explain why 

he groups these two meanings under one category.  

 

 رضیت علیھ  (2.13)
raḍī-tu                   ‘alay-hi 
was pleased.1SG   on -him 
I was pleased with him 
 

 دخلت علیھ (2.14)
daxal-tu       ‘alay-hi 
entered.1SG    on –him 
I dropped in on him 
 

As can be seen from this last meaning category, the definition of ‘alā is further 

complicated by not justifying the grouping criteria that informed it.  As such, the relations among 
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the different meanings are inexplicable.  This problem prevails with other dictionary accounts 

including current ones (see, for example, Zohairy, 2008).  Furthermore, the above categorization 

relies on circular definitions where the preposition ‘alā is explained in terms of two other 

prepositions: “meaning عن ‘an (about/away from) or إلى ’ilā (to)”.  Another more general issue 

with the above account pertains to the absence of systematic hierarchy among the list of 

meanings.  While this account recognizes many of the important meanings associated with ‘alā, 

it does not distinguish primary versus extended meanings.  

The problem extends to some modern bilingual dictionaries where the definition of ‘alā 

is augmented with English translations that are intended to aid Arabic second/foreign language 

learners.  In these dictionaries, the canonical meaning of the preposition is not distinguished from 

the extended meanings, either among the Arabic meanings or among the English translations.  

For example, some of the translations provided for ‘alā in the Dictionary of Function Words in 

Arabic (2008) are: on, upon, on top of, above, over, at, by, etc.  Similar to what we saw in the 

classical Arabic-Arabic dictionary, this more recent Arabic-English resource does not make any 

claims about the primary meaning for ‘alā, but rather implies–through serial listing of meanings–

an undifferentiated relationship between approximately 37 English meanings presented as 

equivalents.  This approach when defining prepositions in general and ‘alā, in particular, creates 

a case where it is not clear–especially for the second language learner–which of the given 

meanings depicts the primary spatial relationship that this preposition describes or what is the 

intrinsic functionality that this preposition exclusively describes.  Moreover, labeling this single 

Arabic preposition as sharing the same semantics with a wide range of English prepositions gives 

the impression that the meanings associated with ‘alā are highly arbitrary, a baffling issue for 

most second language learners. 
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In contrast to classical Arabic accounts, many western scholars have studied and 

analyzed the category of Arabic prepositions.  One of the prominent works in the field is 

Lentzner’s (1977) dissertation which focuses on generative semantics and the structural rules that 

the Arabic prepositions follow based on corpus data from a single MSA novel.  Where ‘alā is 

concerned, Lentzner contends that “[t]o formalize the spatial locative nature of ‘alā, it is possible 

to use … the semantic component COINCIDE, stipulating that the noun object be something which 

has the attribute SURFACE” (p. 65).  This semantic description of ‘alā might not be far from 

accurately describing the importance of contact (as in coinciding with a surface) to the meaning 

of ‘alā.  However, Lentzner’s use of the semantic component COINCIDE is not exclusive to ‘alā.  

According to her, the semantic component that describes the meaning of fī is also COINCIDE or 

COINCIDE with an INTERIOR when its object has an interior feature.  In fact, following her 

analysis, the semantic component COINCIDE is present in the description of eight out of the nine 

Arabic prepositions.  Figure 2.1 below shows Lentzner’s summary of the semantic components 

for the Arabic prepositions she analyzed. 
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Lentzner (1977) acknowledges that ‘alā conveys a temporal meaning in addition to its 

spatial meaning.  Regarding the remaining senses that ‘alā expresses beyond the spatio-temporal 

meanings, Lentzner notes that it is difficult to provide semantic structures for all the semantic-

syntactic combinations that ‘alā can occur in, but she highlights some of the prominent meanings 

which she terms as abstract senses.  The abstract senses she recognizes are the NECESSITY, the 

FOR THE SAKE OF, and the AGAINST senses as she labels them.  She notes that the “meaning of 

Figure 2.1 A summary of the semantics of the Arabic prepositions, from Lentzner (1977) 
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necessity” is a very specific meaning to ‘alā and is associated with the structure where ‘alā is 

followed by a subject pronoun plus the particle ’an ‘that’ and a subjunctive verb as in the 

following example (Lentzner’s translations; transcriptions and glosses are mine): 

 

 علینا أن نعود إلى جذورنا (2.15)
‘alay-nā    ’an       na‘ūda                ’ilā   juðūri-nā 

 on-us         that    1PL.return.IPFV    to   roots -our 
We must return to our roots 

 

She suggests that this meaning of necessity possibly came to exist as an abbreviated form of the 

below expression (where the modal verb یجب yajibu meaning ‘must’ was dropped): 

 

 یجب على فالن أن (2.16)
yajibu           ‘alā     fulānin    ’an 

 must.IPFV     on    someone    that 
It is necessary that someone 

 

The second abstract sense that she describes is the FOR THE SAKE OF sense which she 

suggests is evident when ‘alā combines with intransitive verbs that mean empathy or sympathy 

such as cry, feel anxious, fear, and stay awake.  Lentzner (1977) views this type of function as 

one that “embodies a concept separate from the nuclear predicate [that is the meaning of the 

verb], adding an external argument [thus the extra meaning of] FOR THE SAKE OF” (p. 178).  That 

is, ‘alā predicates a relationship between the nuclear predication and the argument. 

The third abstract sense that Lentzner (1977) discusses is one that is apparent when ‘alā 

combines with verbs that denote aggressive expressions as in actions or feelings which are 

directed against someone or something.  Some of these verbs are be rough, raid, rebel, and 
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triumph.  She assigns this sense the semantic component AGAINST.  Lentzner (1977) notes that the 

two meanings, which she glossed as FOR THE SAKE OF and AGAINST seem to be opposites, and she 

suggests that to be able to explain why ‘alā takes two contradictory meanings, we must think of 

those meanings “as two sides of one coin” (p.179).  Lentzner further argues that in these verb-

preposition constructions, the lion’s share of the meaning stems from the verb: 

 

The difference in ‘alā’s apparent meanings lies not in the preposition itself, but in the 

verbs with which it is used….  The meaning difference is thus lexicalized in the verbs 

with ‘alā acting as a linking between them and the object toward which the action or 

feeling is focused.  To embody this broad concept, I propose having ‘alā represent the 

underlying predicate FOCUS.  This broadened concept of ‘alā can be seen to function in 

most instances of the listed verbs-preposition idioms.  Those that lexicalize neither 

empathy or aggression can be seen as making statements FOCUSED on a particular activity 

(p. 180). 

 

However, this statement rather proposes a very schematic meaning of FOCUS.  The above 

statement is problematic for two reasons.  First, it rids the preposition of meaning by suggesting 

that the meaning contribution is the verb’s not the preposition’s.  Second, it does not make it 

clear when to consider certain denotations as a new sense instead of considering it another 

example of the same sense.  Tyler and Evans (2003) proposed methodologically controlled 

guidelines to determine when to consider a meaning as a new sense as will be discussed later in 

this chapter. 

Lentzner’s (1977) account of ‘alā–while addressing new meanings that were never 

addressed in previous sources such as the FOCUS meaning–remains lacking on more than one 

level.  First, the number of senses or semantic components that this account discusses is limited 
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in comparison to the array of meanings that were identified for ‘alā in other sources, both 

classical and modern.  Moreover, none of the meanings discussed seems to be justified as related 

to ‘alā or motivated by any of its other meanings.  Instead, ‘alā is assigned a very schematic 

meaning of locating and in many cases the new meaning denotations are considered as belonging 

solely to verb collocation.  Ideally, we would want a full description of the semantics of ‘alā to 

inform the range of meanings that ‘alā expresses.  More importantly, a satisfactory description of 

the semantics of ‘alā must be able to account for the meaning profile that makes it possible for 

‘alā to describe semantic relations that are as varied as the ones discussed. 

In a more recent publication, Ryding (2005) adopted a minimally tripartite categorization 

of meaning for ‘alā, giving it three types of uses: spatial, temporal, and figurative.7   Intended as 

a grammar reference, this source is more limited in its description of the number of senses and in 

its elaboration on the senses listed; it lists more examples and fewer explanations about the three 

categories.  Below are some of the examples she lists under each of the three meanings 

(transcriptions, glosses, and translations are mine): 

 

Meaning I: Spatial meaning 

 

 على الیابسة  (2.17)
‘ala     l  -yābisati 
on      the- land 
on land 

  

                                                
7 Ryding, Karin is the same person as Lentzner, Karin Ryding. 
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 على الشاشة (2.18)
‘ala    š  -šāšati 
on     the-screen 
on the screen 
 

Meaning II: Temporal meaning: 

 

 على مدى یومین  (2.19)
‘alā     madā      yawmayni 
on    duration     day.DU 
for a duration of two days 
 

ثالثة أیام على وقوع الزلزال بعد (2.20)  
ba‘da    θalāθati    ’ayyamin   ‘alā     wuqū‘i        z  - zilzāli 
after       three            day.PL      on    incidence   the - earthquake 
after three days of the earthquake incident 
 

Meaning III: Figurative meaning 

 

ا أظنّ على م (2.21)  
‘alā     mā        ’aOunnu 
on     what   1SG.think.IPFV 
according to what I think (in my opinion) 
 

 على أساس غیر عنصري  (2.22)
‘alā    ’asāsin    ɣayri   ‘unṣuriyyin 
on         basis       not        racist 
on a non-racist basis 
 

مالسالم علیكم، وعلیكم السال  (2.23)  
as-salāmu    ‘alay-kum      wa    ‘alay-kumu      s-salām 
the-peace      on -you.PL   and     on-you.PL    the-peace 
Peace be upon you, and upon you, peace 
 

Ryding (2005) notes that the figurative category includes a spectrum of meanings that stretch 

from being a “reflection of the spatiotemporal concepts” to others that are more “abstract” (p. 
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382), but she does not discuss the relatedness of figurative meanings to the spatiotemporal 

meaning.  The only description she provides is regarding the different, English, equivalent terms.  

There is one meaning that she specifically dedicates a subdivision to.  She labels it as meaning 

“up to; incumbent upon; must; have to”, and she explains that it is used to express a meaning of a 

“required or expected action” (p. 382).  Below are two of the examples she lists under this 

meaning (Translations, transcriptions, and glosses are mine): 

 

 على الدولة أن تقوم بدورھا (2.24)
‘ala    d-dawlati    ’an   taqūma    bi-dawri-hā 
on      the-state        to    stand     with-role-her 
It is up to the state to perform its role 
 

 علینا أن نبدأ من الصفر (2.25)
‘alay-na  ’an      nabda’a             mina   ṣ-ṣifri 
on-us         to   1PL.start.IPFV       from   the-zero 
We have start from scratch 
 

While relatively recent, Ryding’s (2005) grammar reference book is less elaborative 

than her dissertation.  As a general grammar reference and given its broad scope, this recource 

does not delve into the detailed range of senses associated with ‘alā. 

In contrast to the previous studies, the most recent and notable account of Arabic 

prepositions is Esseesy’s (2010) diachronic analysis of the complete set of Arabic prepositions 

and adverbials.  In his analysis of these particles, Esseesy addresses the role of Cognitive 

Linguistics in meaning extension and evolution over time.  He analyzed ‘alā–among other 

prepositions–in terms of its grammaticalization, and he identified a range of meanings for this 

preposition, mainly in the form of meaning clusters.  The first cluster he describes is the locative 

cluster.  This cluster mostly concerns physical spatial relations in which the two entities involved 
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are physical objects.  He provides the following example for this meaning (Esseesy’s translations 

and glosses; transcriptions are mine): 

 

 وعباد الرحمن الذین یمشون على األرض ھونا (2.26)
wa-‘ibādu              r-raḥmāni        llaðīna             yamšūna         ‘ala   al-’arḍi    hawnan 
and  worshiper.PL  the-merciful   who.MPL  3MPL.walk.IPFV   on    the-land   gently 
And the worshippers of the Merciful who walk gently on the earth (Quran, 25: 63) 
 

Esseesy recognizes that support marks the relationship expressed by ‘alā and that it has been the 

central meaning for it since early Quranic uses.  According to him, physical relationships provide 

transitions to other uses where non-physical meanings can be easily deduced, as in the example 

he brings from Quran (Esseesy’s translations and glosses; transcriptions are mine): 

 

 لمسجد أسس على التقوى (2.27)
la-masjidun     ‘ussisa                           ‘ala       t-taqwā 
for-mosque    founded.PASS.3MSG   on       the-piety 
For a mosque founded on piety (Quran, 8:108) 
 

He notes that the mosque as a physical entity can be portrayed in a sense where a non-physical 

foundation such as religious adherence provides basis and guidance to believers and their 

religious establishments.   

Another meaning that Esseesy (2010) posits for ‘alā is the meaning of contiguity to a 

location as in the following examples (Esseesy’s translations and glosses; transcriptions are 

mine): 
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 فإنھ لم یزل واقفا على الباب  (2.28)
fa-ʾinna-hu    lam             yazal            wāqifan   ‘ala      l-bābi 
so-that-he      not    3MSG.still.JSV   standing    on      the-door  
So he was still standing at the door 
 
 ولم یفتح لھ أحد فطرق الباب
wa-lam                yaftaḥ               la-hu      ʾaḥadun        fa-ṭaraqa                 l-bāba 
and-not      3MSG.open.JSV     to-him    someone   so-knocked.3MSG    the-door 
but no one opened it, so he knocked on the door 
 

In this example, ‘alā describes a meaning of closeness rather than support.  Esseesy further 

explains that by means of metonymy this shift in meaning is further explicated to senses where 

the TR is part of the LM as in describing the wrinkles on someone’s face (Esseesy’s translations 

and glosses; transcriptions are mine): 

 

 أشبھ بنجم سینمائي متألق لوال التجاعید التي  (2.29)
’ašbahu   bi-najmin   sinimā’iyyin   muta’alliqin  lawla   t-tajā‘īdu              llatī 
similar      in-star         cinematic       bright           if not    the-wrinkle.PL    which.FSG 
He would resemble a bright movie star had it not been for the wrinkles which 
 
 تركتھا على وجھھ الحیاة الصاخبة
tarakat  -ha    l-ḥayātu     ṣ-ṣāxibatu           ‘alā     wajhi-hi 
left.3FSG-it     the-life        the-tumultuous   on       face-his 
a tumultuous life have left on his face 
 

The second cluster Esseesy (2010) discusses is the temporal cluster.  He explains that by 

means of metaphoric extension, ‘alā is used to describe temporal relations, specifically when 

collocating with words that denote time such as حین ḥīni ‘time’ as in the following example 

(Esseesy’s translations and glosses; transcriptions are mine): 
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 ودخل المدینة على حین غفلة من أھلھا (2.30)
wa-daxal                  a  l-madīnata   ‘alā     ḥīni     ɣaflatin       min   ’ahli-hā 
and-entered.3MSG      the-city         on      time    inattention   of     people-its 
And he entered the city at a time when its people were unaware (Quran 28, 15) 
 

Over time, pragmatic strengthening led the collocation ‘on a time of inattention’ (where ‘alā 

combines with the word حین ḥīn ‘time’ and غفلة ɣaflatin ‘inattention’) to mean surprise by 

implicature.  Further pragmatic strengthening of the surprise meaning has led to the use of this 

collocation as a linking unit showing contrast between two events.  Esseesy uses the following 

example for this meaning (Esseesy’s translations and glosses; transcriptions are mine): 

 

مت ھي لنوم ھادئ على حین استسل (2.31)  
istaslamat                hiya   li-nawmin   hādi’in    ‘alā  ḥīni  
surrendered.3FSG   she    to-sleep       quiet         on   time  
She fell into a peaceful sleep whereas 
 
 ظل ھو غارقا في خواطره
Oalla                     huwa     ɣāriqan      fī    xawāṭiri-hi 
remained.3MSG    he         drowning  in    thought.PL-his 
he continued to drown in his thoughts 
 

He notes that this linking function is evidence that ‘alā has witnessed grammaticalization beyond 

the temporal meaning where it came to describe subjective stance. 

The third cluster that Esseesy (2010) describes is the conditional/concessive cluster, 

where ‘alā collocates with the complementizer  ّأن’anna ‘that’; together they mean afterthought or 

retraction as in the following example: 
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 فالن ال یدخل الجنة لسوء صنعھ  (2.32)
fulānun      lā            yadxulu               l-jannata        li-sū’i    ṣun‘i-hi 
so and so   not  3MSG.enter.IPFV   the-paradise   for-ill    deed-his 
So and so shall not enter paradise for his ill deeds; 
 

نھ ال ییأس من رحمة هللاعلى أ  
‘alā ’anna-hu  lā               yay’asu                min    raḥmati     l-lāhi 
on   that-he     not   3MSG.despair.IPFV   from   mercy      the-God 
nevertheless, he should not give up hope in God’s mercy 
 

This concessive meaning became more frequent in more recent sources, though as a conditional 

meaning.  Esseesy contends that when ‘alā’s conditional sense occurs with verbs expressing 

obligation, an inference meaning conditionality becomes apparent where the meaning of 

obligation shifts through reanalysis from the verb to the clause following ‘alā:  

 

 بكیت على أن البكاء ال ینفع (2.33)
bakaytu         ‘alā   ʾanna        l-bukāʾa       lā                  yanfaʿu 
weeped.1SG   on     that      the-weeping   not       3MSG.serve.IPFV 
I cried, however, crying has not been beneficial 
 

In addition to the above linking collocation, Esseesy discusses several other collocations in 

which ‘alā has come to serve as a linking or transition device. 

 Of all the works surveyed, Esseesy’s (2010) account is by far the most informative source 

that depicts a picture of the relatedness of the multiple meanings associated with ‘alā.  He 

acknowledges that human cognitive processes such as embodied experience and metaphor along 

with meaning reanalysis and pragmatic strengthening play a role in the semantic extension and 

meaning evolution of ‘alā.  However, Esseesy’s account, being dedicated to the 

grammaticalization of the preposition, does not explore the full range of meanings depicted by 

contemporary ‘alā.  While the current analysis in this dissertation is in line with Esseesy’s, it has 
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a slightly different focus.  This dissertation differs in being synchronic in nature and thus 

focusing on MSA.  Hence, my goal in the next section is to discuss the variety of meanings that 

‘alā expresses and explain how the PPM informs their systematicity and relatedness. 

2.2 Cognitive Linguistic Analysis of ‘alā 

Following the tenets of the PPM, this section provides CL analysis of the meanings 

associated with ‘alā, starting with a discussion of its central, primary sense followed by the range 

of senses beyond the central meaning. 

2.2.1 The primary sense of ‘alā   

2.2.1.1 Finding the primary sense 

The PPM suggests five sources of information that could guide the linguist in 

establishing the primary sense for a given preposition: (1) the etymology of the preposition or its 

earliest attested meaning, (2) predominance in the semantic network, (3) its use in composite 

forms, (4) its use in relation to other spatial particles, and (5) its grammatical predictions.  In the 

following subsections, I will discuss each of these factors in relation to the primary sense that I 

posit of ‘alā.   

2.2.1.1.1 Origins of ‘alā.  

The first step that can be utilized in accurately describing the primary sense for a given 

preposition is to trace it back to its earliest attested meaning.  This guideline was posited by 

Tyler and Evans (2003) based on the vast amount of evidence (see Sweetser, 1990, for example) 

which demonstrated that–even in their most grammaticalized forms–words often exhibit vestiges 

of their historical meaning.  That is, prepositions code for a basic spatial relationship.  In most 
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cases, this relationship does not change over time, and very often the preposition will continue to 

code for that same spatial meaning.  The current section discusses the historical origins of ‘alā in 

some detail, shedding light on its earliest meaning and showing how it is related to present-day 

meaning.  

Etymological sources trace ‘alā to a Semitic root meaning ‘on’ or ‘upon’ (e.g., Gray, 

1971).  Canonically, ‘on’/’upon’ conveys a meaning of two entities (a focus entity and a 

background or locating entity) being in a particular spatial relationship in which the focus entity 

is higher than and in contact with the background or locating entity.  Hence, such sources point 

towards the direction that an element of contact is inherent in the etymological origin of ‘alā.  

According to sources that link ‘alā to elevation with contact, ‘alā is connected to a hypothetical 

Proto-Semitic root ‘alaį (Gray’s transcriptions) that means ‘on, upon’ (Gray, 1971, p. 74).  This 

position is synchronically bolstered by the Hebrew sister preposition ‘al, meaning ‘upon’ (Hardy, 

2014).  Also, in favor of this meaning of superposition with contact is Beeston (2006) who 

suggests that ‘alā is possibly derived from a ‘fossilized’ origin meaning ‘top of’(p. 78).  This 

view continued to prevail not only in etymological sources but also in some of the early extant 

accounts of Arabic.  For example, Sībawayh (1988), an eighth century scholar of Arabic and the 

author of one of the earliest descriptive accounts of Arabic grammar, did not treat ‘alā as a 

preposition, but rather considered it an adverbial because it behaved more like a substantive 

(meaning ‘top of’) than a preposition.  Esseesy (2010) asserts this etymological history.  In his 

grammaticalization account that traced the diachronic change of ‘alā as well as other Arabic 

prepositions and particles, Esseesy posits that the preposition ‘alā underwent metaphorical 

extension, evolving from a motion verb source عال (also pronounced ‘alā) that meant ‘rise, 



50 
 

elevated, to be high’ to a static, locational particle على (the preposition ‘alā) meaning ‘on, above, 

upon’.8 

This etymological evidence is in line with the meaning of االستعالء alisti‘lā‘ 

‘superposition’ described by Arabic grammarians in classical grammar accounts.  It is also 

consistent with the meaning delineated by ‘alā in Quran since its earlier recorded uses, meaning 

on/upon.  ‘Alā continues to prompt for this meaning in today’s standard variety MSA as well as 

in diverse colloquial dialects. 

2.2.1.1.2 Predominance in the semantic network.   

The second guideline for determining the primary sense of a preposition focuses on its 

predominance in the semantic network.  This means that the unique relationship that holds 

between the TR and the LM for the primary sense will be present in the majority of the 

remaining senses’ representations.  To give an example, Tyler and Evans (2003) note that the 

semantic network of the English preposition over included fifteen distinct senses for the 

preposition, out of which eight involved a TR being higher than the LM.  Based on this evidence, 

they posit that the meaning of being higher than that they proposed for over clearly predominates 

in the network. 

A close examination of the relationship between the primary sense (discussed at length in 

section 2.2.1) and the meanings that ‘alā exhibits can help implement the predominance 

guideline.  I propose that the primary sense that represents ‘alā describes a TR located higher 

                                                
8 It is worth noting that both forms still exist in today’s Arabic, albeit the final long vowel is represented 
orthographically different in each form: prepositional ‘alā is represented as على whereas the verb form, 
though pronounced the same, is represented as عال. 
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than a LM.9  Based on the analysis presented later in this chapter, the preposition ‘alā has fifteen 

distinct meanings besides the primary sense.  Out of these fifteen meanings, eleven derive from 

the TR being located higher than the LM (Covering, Examining, Focus, Intended Contact, 

Oriented TR, Activity, Medium, Preference, Control, Responsibility, and Conditional).  The 

relationship between the primary sense, particularly the meaning of elevation, and the extended 

senses will be discussed in detail under the designated senses. 

2.2.1.1.3 Use in composite forms.   

According to Tyler and Evans (2003), the way a spatial particle combines with other 

linguistic units in the language (as in phrasal verbs, for instance) to generate meaning serves as 

another type of evidence towards establishing the primary sense.  In English, spatial particles 

participate in two kinds of composite forms: compound forms (as in overhead) and verb-particle 

forms (as in go over).  Tyler and Evans explain that several senses could possibly participate in 

composite form, but not all the senses in the semantic network take part in such compounds.  

Participation in composite forms on its own is not enough to use as proof for the primary sense; 

however, a sense’s inability to participate in composite units is an indication that it is not likely 

to be the primary sense. 

In Arabic, prepositions mostly combine with verbs to form verb-preposition 

combinations traditionally referred to as verb-preposition idioms or prepositional verbs (Esseesy, 

2010; Lentzner, 1977).  They also collocate with nouns or other particles to form bi-morphemic 

                                                
9 Implementing this guideline depends on having some preliminary analysis including an exploratory 
proposal for the proto-scene.  See, for example, Tyler and Evans’s (2003) analysis of the English 
preposition ‘before’ (p. 165). 
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compounds that often act as discourse markers.  Each of these composite forms will be discussed 

below.  

It is worth noting here that Arabic prepositions do not generally participate in 

compounding of the type seen in English prefixing as in ‘overhead’ or ‘overpass’.  However, 

there are few examples where Arabic particles participated in compounds in the form of loan 

translations, as in the case of فوق fawqa ‘above/over’ participating in the compound adjective فوق 

 taḥta l-ḥamrā’ ‘infrared’.  The rare تحت الحمراء fawqa banafsajiyyah ‘ultraviolet’ and بنفسجیة

occurrence of compounding in Arabic (known as نحت naḥt) is due to the 1953 conservative 

ruling aimed at preserving the identity of the Arabic language, which dictates that (1) compounds 

are only permitted to provide Arabic alternatives for Western scientific terms and that (2) such 

Arabic compounds are to remain transparent (Versteegh, 2014). 

Examining the verb-preposition forms that ‘alā participated in, it was found that ‘alā 

collocated with verbs to describe scenes whose meanings were centered around being higher 

than and involving contact and/or support.  For example, some of the ‘alā-verb collocations 

found in the corpus were: 

 

ف على...وق (2.34)  
waqafa            ‘alā 
stood.3MSG    on 
He stood on… 

 

على... وقع (2.35)  
waqa‘a        ‘alā 
fell.3MSG   on 
He fell on… 
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 نزل على... (2.36)
nazala                    ‘alā 
descended.3MSG   on 
He descended on… 
 

Some of these verbs along with ‘alā designated a meaning of intended contact as in (2.35) 

and (2.36) versus stationary contact as in (2.34).  The fact that the meaning of intended contact is 

prevalent in Arabic misled some grammars (Prochazka, 1993, 1995 as cited in Esseesy, 2010) to 

claim that ‘alā was only used to describe scenes that involve movement. 

In some other combinations, the meaning denoted by the composite form involving ‘alā 

designated a meaning of focusing one’s attention when the verb involved a meaning component 

of attention as in the following examples: 

 

 اطلع على... (2.37)
iṭṭala‘a                          ‘alā  
rise to emerge.3MSG    on 
He had a look at… 
 

 أطل على... (2.38)
’aṭalla                                     ‘alā  
looked from above.3MSG    on 
He looked over… 
 

It is worth noting that the meanings denoted by these verbs collocating with ‘alā include in their 

semantics a meaning of the TR starting from or being in a higher place, which is compatible with 

the meaning of elevation associated with ‘alā.  However, the collocation between the verb نظر 

naOara ‘looked’ and ‘alā in (2.39) is semantically unacceptable due to the incompatibility 

between vision (that is not limited to the vertical axis) and the proto-scene of vertical elevation 

associated with ‘alā: 
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 نظر على...* (2.39)
naOara            ‘alā  
looked.3MSG   on 
*He looked on… 
 

On the other hand, the collocation in (2.40) (literally meaning ‘threw a glance on’) is felicitous 

because the sense of elevation that is part of the semantics of the verb ألقى ’alqā ‘threw’ is 

compatible with the prototypical higher than scenario denoted by ‘alā.   

 

 ألقى نظرة على... (2.40)
’alqā                 naOratan   ‘alā  
threw.3MSG      glance       on 
He went over… 
 

Also, the collocation in (2.41) below is equally acceptable since the preposition إلى ’ilā ‘to’ 

designates the target of vision regardless of direction. 

 

 نظر إلى... (2.41)
naOara                ’ilā 
looked.3MSG     at 
He looked at… 
 

As can be seen from the foregoing examples, the verb-preposition composite forms that ‘alā 

participates in indicate that the semantic components of elevation, contact, and support are all 

parts of the semantics of this preposition and together they make up its proto-scene. 

 The second type of composite forms that ‘alā participates in are of the type preposition-

noun as in (2.42)–(2.44) or preposition-particle as (2.45) below: 
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...اإلطالق علىلم أقل لھ شیئًا  (2.42)  
lam       ’aqul          la-hu      šay’an     ‘ala     l-’iṭlāqi 
not  1SG.say.JSV  to-him  something   on  the-liberation 
I did not say anything at all 

 

In the above example, the collocation literally corresponding to the translation ‘on liberation’ has 

come to mean ‘at all’.  In this sense, the meaning contributed by ‘alā is relevant to its central 

meaning of contact where the phrase means construal along lines of the English phrase ‘on the 

extreme end’ to indicate absoluteness or ‘at all’ as the translation reflects.   

In another example, ‘alā collocated with the word حین hīn ‘duration of time’ indicating 

temporality, although the overall meaning of the collocation generally corresponds to English 

‘while’ or ‘whereas’.  Here, the compositional meaning of the collocation is more apparent, with 

‘alā designating the meaning of locating an event (as in meaning the temporal ‘contact’ or 

coinciding between two events) while another lasted for a duration (as designated by the word 

 hīn ‘duration of time’).  With the meanings of the two units combined, the composite form حین

came to mean ‘while’:10 

 

في حییھم  واشرقت أنوار األفراح (2.43)  
wa  ’ašraqat       ’anwāru     l-’afrāḥi                fī           ḥayyi      -him  
and  rose. 3FSG   ligh.PL  the-celebration.PL   in   neighborhood-their  
And the lights of celebrations shone in their neighborhood 
 

تھا المألوفةغرقت الحارة في ظلم حین على  
‘alā   ḥīni       ɣariqat          l-ḥāratu   fī   Oulmati-ha      l- ma’lūfati 
on  duration  sank.3FSG  the-district  in  darkness-her  the-familiar 
while the rest of the district sank in darkness as usual 

 

                                                
10	In this case, the two events could be considered in terms of the following TR–LM relation: The TR-
like, focus event occurs in the first clause whereas the LM-like, locating event (lasting for a duration of 
time) occurs in the second clause (e.g., see Talmy, 2000, for figure–ground generalizations in complex 
sentences).	
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I n a third example, ‘alā collocated with the word وشك wašaki designating a meaning of 

‘imminence’ where the collocational meaning corresponded to the English meaning ‘about to’ as 

in something being on the verge of happening: 

 

أن أنفجر في وجھھ وشك علىأشعر أنني  (2.44)  
’aš‘uru             ’anna-nī  ‘alā    wašaki     ’an        ’anfajira            fī  wajhi-hi 
1SG.feel.IPFV   that-I      on   imminence  to  1SG.explode.SBJV  in  face-his 
I feel that I am about to explode in his face 

 

In most of the above examples, the meaning of the collocation appears to be conceptually 

recoverable, and the primary sense of ‘alā seems to be at the transparent end of the spectrum of 

meanings.  However, in some cases, the composite form has reached a highly grammaticalized 

state and has become idiomatic to such an extent, that the rationale for the synchronic meaning is 

not clear.  This was the case when ‘alā collocated with particles as in the collocation  ّعلى أن ‘alā 

’anna literally meaning ‘on that’ in the following example from the corpus: 

 

أنّ  علىالصندوق، یده البیضاء لیستلم  مد (2.45)  
madda                  yada-hu   l-bayḍā’a   li-       yastalima             ṣ-ṣundūqa  ‘alā ’anna  
extended.3MSG  hand-his  the-white   to-3MSG.receive.SBJV  the- box       on    that   
He extended his hand to receive the box although 
 

ذھنھذي افزعھ، ھو فكرة غریبة قفزت إلى ال  
llaðī         ’afza‘a           -hu    huwa  fikratun  ɣarībatun    qafazat         ’ilā  ðihni-hi 
what   frightened.3MSG-him   it        idea       strange      jumped.3FSG  to  mind-his 
what frightened him was a strange idea that jumped to his mind 

 

Here, the collocation introduces unexpected circumstances, as though meaning ‘however’ or 

‘although’.   

 The two types of composite forms discussed here, prepositional verbs and prepositional 

compounds, converge in providing evidence for the primary sense.  The prepositional verbs 
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seemed to have in common a prevailing component of higher than and in some instances, 

contact/support.  Similarly, the prepositional compounds reflect meanings that are still 

compositionally recoverable at least in most cases. 

Tyler and Evans (2003) used the guideline of use in composite forms to refute previous 

claims about the primary sense for English over.  With a lot of controversy about the primary 

sense for over, this step served as a scrutinizing tool towards asserting over’s proto-scene.  In the 

case of ‘alā, there seems to be a general agreement among previous grammars on the primary 

sense.  Still, corroborating evidence from this guideline and the remaining ones asserts this 

consensus methodologically. 

2.2.1.1.4 Relations to other spatial particles.   

The third guideline to establish the primary sense advocates that the proto-scene for a 

given spatial particle should distinguish it from other particles.  This is based on the spatial 

territory that each particle describes.  According to this relational guideline, spatial particles form 

clusters of compositional sets amongst which the description of spatial dimension is relatively 

distributed.  For example, the English spatial particles above, over, under, and below form a 

compositional set amongst which the vertical dimension is divided (see Tyler & Evans, 2003, 

Chapter 5 for a detailed discussion of the contrasts among these particles). 

Following this guideline, the primary sense of ‘alā should allow us to distinguish it from 

other Arabic prepositions and particles.  Also, examining other Arabic spatial particles that 

occupy the vertical space can provide further evidence towards confirming this distinction.  In 

other words, this guideline will help distinguish ‘alā from other spatial descriptors with similar 

meanings of verticality, specifically the particle fawqa ‘over/above’.  It is worth noting that the 

prepositions and particles that occupy the vertical space in Arabic are أعلى ’a‘lā, فوق fawqa, على 
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‘alā, تحت taḥta, and أسفل ’asfala.  See Table 2.1 below. 

 

Table 2.1  

Division of the vertical dimension in Arabic 

Arabic Transliteration Approximate Meaning in English 

 a‘lā At the top of’ أعلى
 fawqa Over/above فوق
 alā On‘ على
 taḥta Under تحت
فلأس  ’asfala Below/beneath 

 

On the positive side of the vertical axis, Arabic uses ‘alā ‘on’, fawqa ‘above, over’, and 

’a‘lā ‘above’ to denote increase on the vertical axis .  On the negative side of the vertical axis, it 

uses taḥta ‘under, below’ and ’asfala ‘below, beneath’ to denote decrease on the vertical axis. 

‘Alā and fawqa share the meaning component ‘higher than’, hence the similar meanings 

in the near minimal pairs (2.46)–(2.47) and (2.48)–(2.49) from the corpus.  In these pairs, ‘alā 

and fawqa seem to be synonymous in indicating a meaning of sitting on the bed in (2.46)–(2.47) 

and lying on the ground in (2.48)–(2.49): 

 

 جلس على سریره (2.46)
jalasa          ‘alā   sarīri-hi 
sat.3MSG    on     bed-his 
He sat on his bed 
 

 جلس كالعادة فوق السریر (2.47)
jalasa             ka-l-‘ādati      fawqa   sarīri-hi 
sat.3MSG   like-the-habit   above    bed-his 
He sat on his bed as usual 
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 فاستلقت على األرض قرب أحد البیوت (2.48)
fa-stalqat             ‘alā       l-’arḍi      qurba   ’aḥadi    l-buyūti 
then-lay.3MSG    on     the-ground   near      one      the-house.PL 
Then she lay down on the ground near one of the houses 
 

 استلقیت فوق األرض الخضراء تحت ضوء القمر (2.49)
istalqaytu    fawqa     l-’arḍi          l-xaḍrā’i    taḥta    ḍaw’i    l-qamari 
lay.1SG      above   the-ground    the-green     under    light    the-moon 
I lay above the grassy ground under the moonlight 
 

Although in these examples ‘alā and fawqa seem to be describing identical spatial scenes, 

this is not to be taken as evidence that the two prepositions are absolutely interchangeable.  ‘Alā 

and fawqa are distinguishable in their semantic denotations of space.  While the two can describe 

spatial scenes of elevation, they differ in terms of their functional elements.  ‘Alā has the 

functional element of contact and support whereas fawqa has the function of being within 

potential reach.  It is true that some of the examples employing fawqa above describe scenarios 

that include contact despite it being a function exclusive to ‘alā; however, there is an explanation 

to this apparent synonymy, which I will attend to later in this section.  But my priority here is to 

tease apart the difference between ‘alā and fawqa.  

I argue that fawqa in its proto-scene describes a spatial configuration that does not require 

contact and has the function of being within influence.  This can be further explained if we look 

at scenes where being within potential influence can have significant consequences.  Consider 

the following possible minimal pair.11  

 

 رأسھ فوق الماء (2.50)
ra’su-hu    fawqa     l-mā’i 
head-his    above    the-water 
His head above the water 

                                                
11 Possible examples are not corpus examples but are sentences that I use to demonstrate important 
analysis.  These examples are always evaluated by a number of native speakers for their acceptability.  
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 رأسھ على الماء (2.51)
ra’su-hu   ‘ala     l-mā’i 
head-his    on   the-water 
His head on the water 
 

In the first sentence, (2.50), the head being above water is understood in contrast to being under 

water.  This is informed by our embodied experience of what keeping one’s head above water 

means in terms of having access to air and being able to breathe versus having one’s head under 

water which has converse consequences such as air deprivation and the possibility of drowning.  

These meanings are compatible with the functional element of being within potential reach or 

influence.  The potential influence of being close to water and possibly under it matches the 

meaning that fawqa delineates.  On the other hand, the second sentence, (2.51), which translates 

as his head is on the water would be interpreted as meaning his head is in contact with the water 

or is supported by water as though in a scenario where someone is swimming then she rests her 

head on the water.  Consider also the following examples: Sentence (2.52) is from the corpus 

while (2.53) is a possible sentence:   

 

 على الكومة الفتة كبیرة (2.52)
‘ala   l-kawmati   lāfitatun   kabīratun 
on      the-pile         sign          large 
On the pile is a large sign 
 

 فوق الكومة الفتة كبیرة (2.53)
fawqa     l-kawmati   lāfitatun    kabīratun 
over         the-pile        sign           large 
Above the pile is a large sign 
 

In (2.52), the use of ‘alā delineates that the sign is in contact with the pile, probably resting on it.  
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In (2.53), the sign could be in contact, but it does not have to.  For instance, it could be on a pole 

inserted in the pile or it could be on a wall behind the pile or hanging from a post.  Thus, with 

‘alā, the designated meaning must include support and contact.  On the other hand, with fawqa, 

contact is not required.  This explains why ‘alā participates in scenes where the LM is part of the 

TR to indicate which surface is in contact (and is participating in the support dynamics), but 

fawqa does not.  Consider the following pair of sentences (example (2.54) is from the corpus 

but (2.55) is not): 

 

 استلقى على ظھره (2.54)
istalqā         ‘alā     Oahri-hi  
lay.3MSG    on       back-his 
He lay on his back 
 

 استلقى فوق ظھره?? (2.55)
istalqā          fawqa    Oahri-hi 
lay.3MSG    over       back-his 
??He lay over his back 
 

In (2.54), the person lay on his own back.  The contact between his back and the surface on 

which he is resting and the implied support resulting from contact are all meanings that are 

present in this sentence.  The meaning of lying on one’s own back is emphasized by the fact that 

the referent of the pronoun in ‘his back’ must be the subject pronoun in ‘he lay’ given the 

absence of another referent.  Consider the following possible sentence with a hypothetical 

scenario, for purpose of illustrating:  
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 مع أن ظھر الجمل محدب (2.56)
ma‘a   ’anna    Oahra     l-jamali    muḥaddabun  
with      that      back      the-camel     hunched 
Although the camel’s back is hunched, 
 
 لكن الراكب استطاع أن یستلقي على ظھره
lakinna   r-rākiba        istaṭā‘a             ’an         yastalqī          ‘alā   Oahri-hi 
but           the rider     was able.3MSG   that   3MSG.lie.IPFV    on    back-his 
the rider could sleep on his/its back 
 

Here, the sentence provides an alternative referent for the pronoun in ‘his back’.  As a result, the 

sentence becomes ambiguous, with two possible readings.  The first reading is consistent with 

the shorter version discussed above in (2.54): Although the camel’s back is hunched, the traveler 

could lie on his back in a supine position, i.e., the traveler’s back is in contact and is providing 

support.  The second reading would be that although the camel’s back is hunched, the traveler 

managed to lie on it, i.e., the camel’s back is the referent of ‘his back’. Note that ‘his’ could refer 

to the camel which has masculine grammatical gender in Arabic.  Now, consider the same 

sentence but with the use of fawqa: 

 

 مع أن ظھر الجمل محدب  (2.57)
ma‘a    ’anna    Oahra      l-jamali    muḥaddabun 
with       that       back     the-camel     hunched 
Although the camel’s back is hunched, 
 
 لكن الراكب استطاع أن یستلقي فوق ظھره
lakinna   r-rākiba       istaṭā‘a              ’an          yastalqī            fawqa    Oahri-hi 
but           the rider   was able.3MSG    that   3MSG.lie.IPFV     above     back-his 
the rider could sleep over its back 
 

The use of fawqa is only compatible with the reading that means the traveler is atop another 

entity but not with the reading of being supported by it.  So the designated meaning in (2.57) 
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must be one designating the ability to lie on the back of the camel despite its arch.  Only ‘alā is 

compatible with a reflexive meaning where the TR is conveyed as resting on one of its sides 

because it is congruent with support: It means that the TR’s surface that is in contact with the 

LM is participating in the support relation (see the oriented trajector sense for a detailed 

discussion of this meaning). 

So far, I have demonstrated that ‘alā can participate in what resembles a reflexive sense 

(i.e., the TR occupies both the roles of the TR and the LM) but fawqa does not.  This is because 

the orientation of being on one of an entity’s many surfaces or body parts requires contact which 

is compatible with ‘alā but not with fawqa.  Another difference between ‘alā and fawqa is that 

with fawqa the relationship between the TR and LM has to be a vertical relation.  We said earlier 

that ‘alā in its most canonical representation designates a higher than relation with the functional 

element of support.  Support can still be true in different orientations, breaking free from the 

vertical axis as will be discussed under the primary sense.  Consider the following possible 

sentences: 

 

 الصورة على الحائط (2.58)
aṣ-ṣūratu    ‘ala   l-ḥā’iṭi 
the-picture   on   the-wall 
The picture on the wall 
 

 الصورة فوق الحائط?? (2.59)
aṣ-ṣūratu      fawqa     l-ḥā’iṭi 
the-picture   above     the-wall 
??The picture above the wall 
 

In (2.58), the frame on the wall is not in a vertical relation.  On the other hand, (2.59) seems 

semantically strange because fawqa is only acceptable in a vertical relation.  For (2.59) to be 
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acceptable, the sentence would have to describe a bizarre situation where the picture frame is 

placed on top of an incomplete or a short dividing wall.  Consider also the following possible 

minimal pair of sentences:  

 

 العصفور على الغصن (2.60)
al-‘uṣfūru   ‘ala    l-ɣusni 
the-bird        on   the-branch 
The bird on the branch 
 

 العصفور فوق الغصن (2.61)
al-‘uṣfūru    fawqa    l-ɣuṣni 
the-bird       above    the-branch 
The bird on the branch 
 

‘alā with its functional element of support can denote varying spatial orientations as long as 

support is present.  Therefore, (2.60) could describe a spatial situation where the bird is in a 

vertical relation with a horizontal branch (as in Figure 2.2.A), but it could also describe a bird 

that is horizontally oriented to the branch, meaning the bird would be holding onto a vertical 

branch (as in Figure 2.2.B).  In addition, it could even describe a bird hanging vertically lower, 

i.e., below a horizontal branch (as in Figure 2.2.C).  With fawqa in (2.61), the only possible 

scenario is one where the bird is above the branch, that is vertically higher than the branch. 

 

 

    A                      B                        C 

Figure 2.2 The bird on the branch 



65 
 

I now return to the earlier sentences with apparent synonymy between ‘alā and fawqa, 

repeated here as (2.62) to (2.65): 

 

 جلس على سریره (2.62)
jalasa         ‘alā    sarīri-hi 
sat.3MSG   on      bed-his 
He sat on his bed 
 

 جلس كالعادة فوق السریر (2.63)
jalasa             ka-l-‘ādati        fawqa     sarīri-hi 
sat.3MSG    like-the-habit    above      bed-his 
He sat on his bed as usual 
 

 فاستلقت على األرض قرب أحد البیوت (2.64)
fa-stalqat             ‘alā      l-’arḍi       qurba   ’aḥadi    l-buyūti 
then-lay.3MSG    on    the-ground    near       one     the-house.PL 
Then she lay down on the ground near one of the houses 
 

 استلقیت فوق األرض الخضراء تحت ضوء القمر (2.65)
istalqaytu   fawqa     l-’arḍi          l-xaḍrā’i    taḥta    ḍaw’i   l-qamari 
lay.1SG     above    the-ground   the-green     under    light    the-moon 
I lay above the grassy ground under the moonlight 
 

In these corpus examples, ‘alā and fawqa appear to be interchangeable, especially when they are 

used to describe what appear to be identical spatial scenes.  But examining the fuller contexts 

that these prepositional phrases occurred in can be the key to asserting the distinguishability of 

two.  Let us consider collocations comprising of fawqa + the entity ‘bed’.  When fawqa 

collocated with sarīr ‘bed’ in the corpus, it was mostly in scenarios in which the focus is not on 

support, suggesting minimal or no contact (not in actual geometry though but by implicature) as 

in the following examples: 
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 أطفو فوق سریري (2.66)
’aṭfū                     fawqa   sarīrī  
1SG.float.IPFV   above   bed-my 
 I am floating over my bed 
 

فوق السریریرتعش  (2.67)  
yarta‘išu                    fawqa   s-sarīri 
2MSG.shiver.IPFV   above    the-bed 
He is shivering above the bed 
 

Note that in the above examples, fawqa appears to be interchangeable with ‘alā in its ability to 

collocate with the surface sarīr ‘bed’.  However, considering the meanings contributed by the 

collocating verbs in these scenarios, it can be seen why fawqa was the preposition of choice.  

In (2.66), the verb أطفو ’aṭfū ‘float’ means minimal resistance against weight, thus suggesting 

minimal support (and contact) by implicature.  Similarly, the verb یرتعش yarta‘išu ‘shake/shiver’ 

in (2.67) suggests intermittent contact.  Together with fawqa, the linguistic prompts seem to 

convey a sense of contactless elevation by implicature. 

There were other examples in the corpus where fawqa collocated with bed, but the 

collocation differed in that it designated vertical elevation inclusive of contact as in the 

following: 

 

 وھو یتمدد على األرض جوار السریر الضیق (2.68)
wa-huwa   yatamaddadu      ‘ala   l-’arḍi       jiwara    s-sarīri    ḍ-ḍayeqi 
and-he       3MSG.lie.IPFV   on    the-floor    near        the-bed    the-narrow 
And he is lying on the floor near the narrow bed. 
 

أمرھا أن تنام ھي فوق السریر. لقد   
laqad    ’amara-ha                      ’an    tanama                   hiya   fawqa   s-sarīri 
already  commanded.3MSG-her  that  3FSG.sleep.IPFV   her    above    the-bed 
He had ordered her to sleep above the bed 
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دة فوق السریر مدلیا قدمھ وجلس كالعا (2.69)  
w- jalasa            ka-l-‘ādati         fawqa   s-sarīri   mudliyan    qadama-hu  
and-sat.3MSG    like-the-habit    above   the-bed   dangling      foot     -his 
And he sat above the bed as usual, dangling his feet 
 

وقعت تحتھما تخلع حذائیھما إلى زھرة التي  
’ilā zahratin  llati           waqa‘at     taḥta-huma   taxla‘u                         ḥið’ay-hema 
to   Zahrah     who.FSG   fell.3FSG  under-them   3FSG.separate.IPFV  shoe.DU-their 
to Zahrah who fell beneath them to remove their shoes 
 

One might ask the question of what makes it semantically felicitous to use fawqa as a 

preposition that denotes contactless elevation when describing what seems to be proximal 

elevation that includes contact and support as in sitting and sleeping.  I argue that the answer to 

this question depends on the speaker’s construal.  As I established in Chapter 1, a given spatial 

scene can be construed in more than one way.  It is true that the spatial scenes in (2.68) 

and (2.69) are scenes of proximal elevation inclusive of contact and support.  However, they are 

construed in contrast to the situation of being on the floor in the second clause.  In (2.68), the 

male figure decided to sleep on the floor while he ordered the female character to sleep fawqa 

the bed; in (2.69), the male character sat fawqa the bed with his feet down for Zahra, the female 

character who fell to the ground to take his shoes off.  In both scenarios, the context makes 

salient the distance between being above the bed and off it.  I argue that fawqa has an extended 

meaning of contrastive elevation.  In this sense that fawqa expresses, the significance of 

elevation is not measured in terms of metrical distance or geometrical space; it is rather 

dependent upon the construer’s perception of the distance between the TR and LM as salient in 

certain ways.  The elevation denoted by the overall linguistic prompts (comprised of the two 

clauses) scenes in (2.68) and (2.69) is not significant in terms of support or contact with the 

surface or in terms of being within influence, but rather in terms of the TR’s primacy and the 
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privileged position of being in a higher place which is salient even if raised by few inches.  It is 

noteworthy to mention that the collocation including fawqa plus sarīr ‘bed’ occurred in the 

corpus a total of 8 times whereas ‘alā plus sarīr ‘bed’ occurred a total of 134 times.  This 

indicates that fawqa is not primarily compatible with contact with a surface in its proto-typical 

sense unless the increase in verticality was significant in contrast to decrease of it where this 

surface is concerned.  Put differently, fawqa does not require contact but allows for it to denote 

salient elevation, hence the semantic acceptability of the prompts with fawqa when describing 

‘sitting above the bed’ and ‘sleeping above the bed’ in (2.68) and (2.69). 

The significance of salient elevation is also apparent when we consider the collocations 

with the word ’ard ‘ground/floor’ a LM that human TR’s are often ‘alā rather than fawqa (unless 

in specific scenarios as in flying, for example).  Let us look at a fuller context for this word 

collocating with fawqa: 

 

 أضواء خفیفة تنبعث من الغرف المحفورة  (2.70)
’aḍwa’un   xafīfatun   tamba‘iθ                min    al-ɣurafi         l-maḥfūrati  
light.PL     thin           2FSG.emit.IPFV   from   the-room.PL   the-dug   
Dim lights emitted from the rooms dug 
 
 باألرض، والغرف المتباعدة فوق األرض
bi-l-’arḍi            wa  - l - ɣurafi       l-mutabā‘idati    fawqa      l-’arḍi 
by-the-ground    and-the-room.PL     scattered          above    the-ground 
in the ground and the rooms scattered above the ground 
 

 ولم یكن رأس عرفة یعلو فوق األرض  (2.71)
wa-lam   yakun                   ra’su    ‘arafatin   ya‘lū   fawqa    l -’arḍi  
and-not   3MSG.be.JSV     head     ‘Arafah      rise    above   the-ground 
And Arafah’s head was barely a span above ground 
 
 إال بشبر حین قال من جوف الحفرة
’illa       bi-šibrin   ḥīna    qāla              min      jawfi      l -ḥufrati  
except   by-span    when   3MSG.said   from   inside    the-pit 
when he said from inside the pit 
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 أما قلبى فكان یرفرف عالیا وشعرت (2.72)
’amma    qalb-ī         fa -      kāna             yurafrifu             ‘āliyan    wa-ša‘artu  
as for      heart-my   then-3MSG.was  3MSG.flutter.IPFV   high      and-felt.1SG 
As for my heart, it was fluttering high, and I felt 
 
 أنى أسیر على ارتفاع خمسة سنتیمترات فوق األرض
’ann-ī     ’asīru                  ‘ala    irtifā‘i      xamsati    santimitrātin     fawqa     l   -’arḍi 
that-I      1SG.walk.IPFV   on     elevation  five           centimeter.PL  above    the-ground 
that I was walking five centimeters above ground 
 

In (2.70) and (2.71), being above ground is salient in relation to being below the ground.  

In (2.72), the speaker feels as though he is walking at a 5-cm elevation above ground.  In this 

scenario, being above ground is lexicalized as being proximal, a meaning that would have 

appeared semantically contradictory if the semantics of fawqa were not compatible with 

proximity.  Yet, it is completely acceptable given the saliency of an imaginary scene where 

humans could walk in the air, even if it were few centimeters above the ground. 

Not all the linguistic prompts with ‘alā and fawqa were distinguishable in their 

denotations of space.  There were indeed some scenarios where ‘alā and fawqa were 

interchangeable.  Consider the following example from the corpus: 

 

 أعطتھ تفاحة وجلست تنظر إلیھ صامتة  (2.73)
’a‘ṭat n     - hu     tuffāḥatan    wa -jalasat      tanOuru                ’ilay-hi    ṣāmitatan 
gave.3FSG-him   apple           and-sat.3FSG  3FSG.look.IPFV    to-him   silent 
She gave him an apple and sat looking at him silently. 
 
...أخذھا معھ إلى البیت  

’axaða      -hā    ma‘a-hu    ’ila    l- bayti  
took.3MSG-it   with-him    to    the-house   
He took it with him home.  
 
 وضعھا جواره فوق السریر ونام.
waḍ‘a    -hā     jiwāra-hu   fawqa     s-sarīri   wa-nāma   
put.3MSG-it     near-him    above    the-bed   and-slept.3MSG 
He put it next to him above the bed and slept. 
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 ظلت فوق السریر حتى تعفنت فألقى بھا من النافذة
Oallat            fawqa s-sarīri  ḥatta  ta‘affanat     fa-’alqā              bi-hā    mina   n-nāfiðati 
stayed.3FSG above the-bed  until  rotted.3FSG  so-threw.3MSG with-it from the-window 
It remained above the bed until it rotted, so he threw it out the window. 
 

The above excerpt describes a scene where an apple is placed on the bed and stays on the bed 

until it gets rotten.  The spatial scene is one of contact and support, but it is lexicalized using the 

particle fawqa.  In this case, fawqa is replaceable with ‘alā with no apparent change in meaning 

or construal.  Tyler and Evans (2003) explain that it is indeed possible that two particles can in 

certain contexts be interchangeable due to an overlap in their ‘semantic continuums’ (p. 78).  The 

overlap between ‘alā and fawqa in their description of a higher than relation make this 

interchangeability possible in this particular scene.  In other scenes with more specific spatial 

properties and functions, it might not be possible to use the two particles interchangeably as we 

saw in some of the earlier contrastive pairs.  In overlapping situations, the speaker’s choice plays 

a role in which particle is used to describe the scene; “the speaker may deem that it is 

communicatively sufficient to identify an entity by indicating that it is higher than a second, 

locating entity, in which case the speaker’s communicative needs can be met by either form” 

(Tyler & Evans, 2003, p. 114). 

2.2.1.1.5 Grammatical predictions.   

This guideline to determining the proto-scene of a preposition pertains to the derivability 

of extended senses from the primary sense.  Based on this guideline, the assumption is that the 

different senses can be directly traceable to the primary sense of the preposition or (if not) to 

another sense that is derived from the primary sense, i.e., that the relation between the primary 

sense and the other distinct senses in the network can be traced back to the proto-scene.  Another 
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way of thinking about this is by considering that the primary sense has a ‘sanctioning’ property 

(Langacker, 1987).  The notion of a sanctioning property assumes that speakers will use a 

linguistic item creatively, yet they will use it only in a manner where the listener can deduce the 

intended meaning through contextual clues.  Over time, the new meaning will become 

entrenched through pragmatic strengthening.  Under my discussion of the extended senses, I will 

show in detail how each of these meanings is traceable to the primary sense.  Furthermore, I will 

provide examples of contexts and sentences that possibly give rise to the particular sense and that 

are linked to the primary sense.    

So far, the five guidelines discussed above–while focusing on ‘alā–helped better 

understand the spatial designations that ‘alā is capable of in its primary sense based on selected 

pieces of linguistic evidence.  Now, I turn to describing how this primary sense is depicted in 

MSA through the data.  I start by describing what this primary sense means in terms of the proto-

scene and the functional element.  Next, I discuss the significance of the functional element of 

support in human embodied experience and early concept formation.  Then, I move to discussing 

the extended senses found in the corpus and how they are sanctioned by the primary sense. 

2.2.1.2 Describing the primary sense   

Based on the converging evidence discussed above, it can be established that ‘alā 

describes a primary sense that denotes a TR located higher than the LM (I use ‘elevation’ as a 

shorthand for this spatial configuration) with a functional element of support and contact.  

Elevation is the general orientation of the two objects in the spatial relation, and support (which 

subsumes contact) is the functional element that distinguishes ‘alā from other Arabic particles of 

elevation as has been discussed earlier.  As noted in Chapter 1, CL research concerned with the 

semantics of prepositions and particles uses schematic representations called the proto-scene to 
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diagram the organization of the two entities in the spatial relation in its most prototypical 

scenario.  In the next section, I will turn to discussing the proto-scene that ‘alā primarily 

describes. 

2.2.1.2.1 The proto-scene.   

‘Alā has a proto-scene that describes a spatial configuration in which the TR is located 

higher than and in contact with the LM.  With contact between the TR and LM, the functional, 

interactive element that is most salient is support (and contact).  Figure 2.3 diagrams a schematic 

representation of this proto-scene.  The diagram captures the spatial relationship designated by 

‘alā, represented by the contiguous vertical configuration holding between the two shaded 

shapes: the small sphere representing the TR and the large square representing the LM.  Note 

that in addition to depicting the vertical relationship between the two entities, the diagram also 

depicts the functional element of support, represented as the white arrows on LM’s surface, 

delineating resistance against the weight of the TR.  

 

  

Figure 2.3 The proto-scene for ‘alā  
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2.2.1.2.2 The functional element.   

Support as a function is a very salient, universal, and basic concept (basic in the sense 

that it is fundamental to other conceptualizations).  The concept of support is one that forms pre-

linguistically (See Mandler, 1992, for a review) as an outcome of our human embodied 

experience with our surroundings beginning with our earliest encounters with the force dynamics 

of contact with surfaces and gravity.  The experiential basis for support explains why support-

related concept formation is one of the earliest that infants develop (e.g., Baillargeon, 1993, 

1995; Baillargeon, Devos, & Graber, 1989; Baillargeon, Needham, & DeVos, 1992; Baillargeon 

& Hanko-Summers, 1990; see also Mandler, 1992, for a review of early concept formation of 

containment and support).  Infants can have highly advanced intuitions about objects in support 

relations.  Some the these intuitions pertain to discriminating between what constitutes and what 

does not constitute support (e.g., Baillargeon & Hanko-Summers, 1990; Baillargeon et al., 1992; 

Needham & Baillargeon, 1993).12  For example, it has been shown that infants as young as three 

months have already learned that objects fall when released in midair, and by 4.5 months they 

appear to recognize that contact between two objects is necessary for a support relation 

(Needham & Baillargeon, 1993).  At 6.5 months, infants can recognize how much contact is 

needed between objects and their supports, so they will stare longer at two objects in a support 

relation when only 15% of the base of the top object is resting on the supporting platform 

(Baillargeon et al., 1992).  Infants also develop sensitivity to the effects of gravity on objects in a 

stable versus non-stable support relationship (Dan, Omori, & Tomiyasu, 2000); they can 

                                                
12 Research looking at infants’ judgments of certain concepts or constructs, as in most of the studies listed 
in this section, uses a differential looking paradigm in which infants are hypothesized to look significantly 
or reliably longer at scenarios that are odd, or interestingly different from an established norm in the 
designated study. 
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distinguish whether the object will fall down or not based on the relative position of the 

supported object and hence recognize the most balanced position to defy gravity.  When shown 

stable, unstable, and impossible events, infants 10 to 13 month-old looked significantly longer at 

the unstable and impossible events than at the stable event (Dan et al., 2000).  Also, at the age of 

10 months, infants looked longer at a support relation in which it was difficult to predict whether 

the box would fall down or remain supported (Dan, Omori, & Tomiyasu, 2001). 

Surfaces especially receive importance and saliency as key components in support 

relations.  When we are on surfaces, such as the ground, we are aware of the pull of gravity and 

the need to balance against it to walk.  In fact, some of the earliest reflexes in infant 

development, in addition to sucking and grasping, are related to sitting up, standing, stepping, 

aligning the body to gravity and support surfaces (Cronin & Mandich, 2015).  From a young age, 

infants perceive a relationship between surfaces and their bodies while learning how to roll over, 

sit, and stand up.  As they learn to stand up and their feet encounter surfaces, they conceive of 

even, firm surfaces as helping their bodies remain upright.  On the other hand, infants perceive 

that corrugated, shaky, or inclined surfaces or holes in the ground will correlate with falling.  By 

means of experiential correlations between flat, smooth surfaces and our ability to stay upright 

while walking (and in contrast with tilted or ridged surfaces correlating with falling down), we 

form concepts of physical support provided by surfaces we coincide on (Berger, Chan, & 

Adolph, 2014; Cronin & Mandich, 2015). 

Not only is support prominent in early encounters with our surroundings, but it forms a 

significant part of our everyday life.  We are surrounded by stacked objects and entities that are 

in vertical spatial relations.  With objects in vertical organizations everywhere, it is inevitable 

that they form prominent scenes that we refer to and interact with; hence, they continue to impact 
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our perception of the world and accordingly our linguistic choices.  Tyler and Evans (2003) 

illustrate this idea by drawing on an everyday interaction with basic objects in our surroundings 

such as a cup of coffee and a table.  They explain that the consequences of gravity on a small 

object like the coffee cup mean that we can place the cup on a larger object like the table that 

will support it and prevent it from falling to the ground whereas if we let go of the cup midair, 

gravity would cause it to fall and break, rendering it non-functioning.  As simplistic as it might 

sound, what most language users might not be aware of is that similar aspects of functionality 

inform how we choose to describe and hence lexicalize spatial scenes that describe support 

relations. 

The functional element of support, along with support-related concepts can inform why 

the Arabic preposition of support, ‘alā, is employed to describe certain spatial scenes, not others.  

The next section will demonstrate how this functional element of support figures in ‘alā’s 

primary sense and how manifestations of the functional element can allow the expression of 

support using ‘alā even in non-vertical geometry.  The functional element also figures in 

meaning extension processes as will be elaborated under the extended senses. 

2.2.1.3 The primary sense in the corpus   

The primary sense of ‘alā is captured in the data through a multitude of examples that 

depict various types of vertical, support scenes.  Some of the prominent examples described the 

recurrent scene of walking, emphasizing surfaces that provide support for our natural human 

motion: 
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 ورحت أمشى على الرصیف (2.74)
wa-ruḥtu                    ’amšī             ‘alā     r-raṣīfi 
and-went.1SG    1SG.walk.IPFV     on    the-side walk 
And I went walking on the side walk 

 

 كنت أرید أن أمشي على صفحة الماء (2.75)
kuntu                 ’urīdu             ’an           ’amšī              ‘alā    ṣafḥati    l-mā’i 
was.1SG    1SG.want.IPFV   that   1SG.walk.IPFV    on      surface   the-water 
I wanted to walk on the water surface 

 

In (2.74), the sidewalk is a surface that provides support for the person walking; in (2.75), 

the speaker wishes that the water surface provided support for him/her to walk on.  Support 

scenes are not only present in motion scenes like the above ones, but they are also present in 

everyday encounters of static relations between objects and surfaces.  Consider the following 

sentence that describes a room with books scattered on different kinds of surfaces, such as the 

bed, the desk, and the floor, another example of a recurrent scene from our everyday life: 

 

 نظر حولھ لحجرتي، للكتب الدراسیة المتناثرة على السریر  (2.76)
naOara                ḥawla-hu      li-ḥujrat-ī       li-l-kutubi         l-mutanāθirati   ‘alā   s-sarīri  
looked.3MSG   around-him   to-room-my   to-the-book.PL   the-scattered      on    the-bed 
He looked around him, at my room, at the scattered books on the bed, 
 
 وعلى المكتب وفي أماكن معینة على األرض وابتسم
wa-‘alā  l-maktabi  wa-fī  ’mākina   mu‘ayyanatin ‘alā    l-’arḍi           wa-abtasama 
and-on  the-desk    and-in  place.PL    specific        on   the-ground    and-smiled.3MSG 
and on the desk, and in certain places on the floor, and he smiled 
 

With support being central to the semantics of ‘alā, this meaning is very prominent in the 

corpus and is present in an abundance of examples.  Other examples of physical support relations 

are boxes stacked on a shelf or a child on her mother’s arm: 
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 وعلى أرفف المحل كراتین صغیرة (2.77)
wa-‘alā   ’arfufi       l-maḥalli    karatīnun      ṣaɣīratun 
and-on     shelf.PL   the-store     box.PL          small 
And on the shelves of the store, small boxes 
 

 وعلى ذراعھا الطفلة الصغیرة (2.78)
wa-‘alā     ðira‘i-hā      aṭ-ṭiflatu     ṣ-ṣaɣīratu  
and-on      arm-her        the-baby     the-small 
And on her arm, the little baby 
 

Meanings of support can be expressed metaphorically in our regular conversations.  

Metaphorical extensions of support meanings are evident in English phrases like I stand on 

firm/solid ground, meaning having a strong position (not denoting a spatial meaning), and He 

based his discussion on solid arguments.  Arabic speakers employ the same kind of metaphor 

when they talk about ideas, literary works, and arguments.  According to Grady (1997), Primary 

metaphors such as THEORIES ARE ERECT PHYSICAL STRUCTURES can be systematically and 

coherently reflected in our linguistic expressions when we talk about mental products involving 

thought and reasoning.13  The domain of physical structures (such as buildings) serves as a 

source domain from which we borrow concepts (such as foundations) to explain and refer to 

abstract entities (such as theories).  Although Grady’s analysis of this metaphor was originally 

based on conceptual mappings that are prominent in English, this metaphor among many others 

is also prominent in Arabic.  For an example from the corpus, consider the following sentences: 

 

الروائي؟وما الفكرة التي أسست علیھا عملك  (2.79)  
wa-ma       l-fikratu   llatī                ’ssasta         ‘alay-hā      ‘amala-ka     r-riwa’ī 
and-what   the-idea   which.FSG    based.2MSG   on-it         work-your   the-literary 
And what is the idea that you based your literary work on? 

                                                
13 This builds on and refutes the work by Lakoff and Jonson (1980) and their proposed metaphor THEORIES (AND 
ARGUMENTS) ARE BUILDINGS.  
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 وینبغي إقامة قصر على أسس سلیمة (2.80)
wa-        yanbaɣī             ’iqāmatu         qaṣrin  ‘alā     ’ususin     salīmatin 
and-3MSG.ought.IPFV    establishing    palace   on      basis.PL    correct 
And a palace must stand on sound bases 
 

In (2.79), the literary work (TR) is based on an idea (LM) that provides foundation and 

support for this conceptual product.  In this example, both the TR and the LM are non-physical 

entities, and the support relationship between them is non-spatial.  In (2.80), while the palace 

(TR) and sound bases (LM) are both physical entities, this sentence can also be interpreted as 

non-spatial where by means of metonymy the palace means the governing system, and the 

intended meaning would be that the ruling system needs to be assessed to be based on a solid 

basis. As can be seen, ‘alā is used to convey a metaphorical meaning of support as well as spatial 

scenes of support.  Support in the metaphorical sense used here draws on the salient experiential 

correlation between functionality and verticality (or the metaphor VIABILITY IS ERECTNESS): 

when we are in an upright, erect posture, we are aware, alert, and in a functional state whereas 

when we are down, we are not (for example, when we fall or sleep). 

In the above spatial scenes (2.74)–(2.78), support relations were exclusively vertical in 

nature, i.e., the TR and LM were in a vertical organization.  However, this does not mean that 

support relations cannot be manifested in other spatial configurations.  There are several different 

ways in which an object can support another.  Support is the force that protects an entity from 

falling, carries its weight, and defies the force of gravity on it.  It is this understanding of the 

concept of support that makes it viable to describe an object such an apple that is fixed to the 

wall by some adhesive by saying the apple on the wall whereas the same utterance would be 

considered less accurate if the apple was held against the wall by someone (Herskovits, 1986).  It 
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is the minimal yet sufficient contiguity between the apple’s surface and the surface of the wall 

that support is conceptualized. 

In many support relations, the amount of surface can vary.  For example, a book resting 

on the edge of the table can remain supported by the table as long as the center of the weight is in 

contact with the table’s surface.  In other instances, to prevent an object from falling, less surface 

or contact is necessary as in many of the spatial scenes around us such as a handbag hanging by 

the handle on the back of a chair, a coat on a hanger, or a picture on a wall.  The following 

examples show some of these support relations in the corpus: 

 

 على الحائط صورة كبیرة للسید رئیس الجمھوریة (2.81)
‘ala   l-ḥā’iṭi    ṣūratun   kabīratun   li-s-sayyedi       ra’īsi        l -jumhūriyyati 
 on   the-wall   picture         big       for-the-master    president   the-republic 
On the wall, a big picture of Mr. President of the Republic (of Egypt) 
 

 عندما تصلین، علیك أن تضعي  (2.82)
‘inda-ma        tuṣallīna            ‘alay-ki    ’an             taḍa‘ī 
 at-that      2FSG.pray.IPFV     on-you     that   2FSG.put.IPFV    
When you pray, you must put 
 
 یدك الیمنى على یدك الیسرى
yada-ki        l-yumna   ‘alā     yadi-ki         l-yusrā 
hand-your    the-right    on     hand-your     the-left 
your right hand on your left hand 
 

 وفي ركن بنادق معلقة على الحائط (2.83)
wa-fī     ruknin   banādiqu   mu‘allaqatun   ‘ala     l -ḥā’iṭi 
and-in   corner   rifle.PL      hanging             on    the-wall 
And in a corner, rifles are hanging on the wall 

 

 ذبابة واحدة تقف على أنف شرطي السیر (2.84)
ðubābatun   wāḥidatun            taqifu            ‘alā ’anfi    šurṭiyyi     s -sayri 
fly                      one        3FSG.stand.IPFV   on   nose    officer    the-traffic 
One fly standing on the nose of the traffic officer 
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What the support relations above have in common is that they depict images of TRs resisting 

gravity with the help of a supporting LMs. 

‘alā can be used in support relations where the TR is a surface change such as a smile, a 

facial expression, or even wrinkles.  This is true in both Arabic and English; we fittingly 

associate smiles with the English preposition on and correspondingly ’ibtisāmāt (smiles) with the 

Arabic preposition ‘alā.  Consider the following example from the corpus:  

 

وجھك؟أین المالبس الجمیلة.. أین االبتسامة على  (2.85)  
’ayna    l-malābisu    l-jamīlatu      ’ayna        l-ibtisāmatu  ‘alā      wajhi-ki 
where   the-clothes   the-beautiful   where    the-smile           on      face-your 
Where are the beautiful clothes.. Where is the smile on your face? 

 

It is as though we identify of a facial expression as an entity that comes in contact with the face 

and we construe of the face as providing support for this entity, be it a smile or a facial 

expression.  For example, (2.86) below describes the look of shock as an entity that comes in 

contact the speaker’s expressions.  Similarly, in (2.87), the speaker is trying to understand the 

change that has occurred in Siham’s walking manner.  

 

 الحظ وقتھا آثار الصدمة على مالمحي (2.86)
lāḥaOa               waqta-ha   ’āθāra      ṣ-ṣadmati   ‘alā     malāmiḥ  -ī 
noticed.3MSG   time-her     trace.PL   the-shock    on     feature.PL-my 
He noticed at the time the traces of shock on my facial features 
 

 شيء ما جد على مشیة سھام في السنة األخیرة (2.87)
šay’un        ma    jadda                ‘alā  mašyati   sihāmin  fi   s -sanati     l -’axīrati 
something  that  occurred.3MSG  on   walk       Siham    in   the-year      the-last 
Something has occurred on Siham’s manner of walking during the past year 
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Herskovits (1986) explains that support can be compatible with scenarios when an entity is 

considered “a separate relief, something that appears as if it were “stuck” (her emphasis) on the 

rest of the object and the rest of the object offered a surface of support” (p. 144). 

2.2.2 The extended senses of ‘alā   

To this point, I have demonstrated using several sample sentences from the corpus how 

the functional element of support can explain meanings that are central to the description of ‘alā 

in its primary sense.  Now, I turn to discussing the semantic network of extended senses denoted 

by ‘alā.  Figure 2.4 represents the proposed semantic network, with the primary sense as the 

central point from which the extended senses radiate.  This radial network depicts some senses as 

extending directly from the primary sense while others cluster around under a unifying 

motivation which is a key part of the proto-scene.   
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These motivations can be explained by the nature of the higher-than relation together with 

the functional element associated with ‘alā, as well as other consequences that arise from force 

dynamics between the two entities in contact.  To start, let us consider the element of contact that 

is inherent in any physical support relation.  As argued before, when two entities are in a supporter-

supported relation, a degree of contact is unquestionably entailed.  In many of the scenarios 

described using ‘alā, contact can play a dominant role in giving rise to certain meanings.  For 

example, when two vertically organized entities are in contact, the upper entity will cover some or 

all the surface area of the lower entity.  As such, covering becomes an important consequence of 

Figure 2.4 The semantic network for ‘alā  



83 
 

our interaction with entities in vertical relations, as will be discussed under the covering sense.  

Another consequence of interacting with salient surfaces is that our relationship with these surfaces 

can be emphasized when we construe ourselves as the TRs in the higher than position looking 

down at examinable LMs, hence giving rise to the examining sense.  Moreover, we are often in a 

higher-than organization, close to surfaces like tables and desks.  While these surfaces provide 

support for our upper extremities to rest on and possibly for tools, utensils or devices that we 

handle they also provide support–in the process–for related activities such as eating or writing.  

Similar scenarios give rise to the activity sense associated with ‘alā as will be discussed under the 

designated sense.  Also, think of specific surfaces that provide a platform for specific activities 

such as a piano to play on or a stove top to cook on.  As contact with certain surfaces gives rise to 

the activity sense, specific surfaces become associated with specific activities for which they 

become sole carriers, hence the medium sense.  Interestingly, ‘alā’s association with meanings 

revolving around activity informs the meaning extension even in abstract cases as in the state 

sense.  I argue that the significance of contact with certain surfaces and its implicating meanings 

such as activity is one reason why the state sense of ‘alā is limited to temporary active states (I 

discuss another state sense that associated with fī under the designated chapter and I discuss the 

distinction between the two state senses, ‘alā’s and fī’s, under the section on inter-lexical polysemy 

in Chapter 4). 

Some of the senses associated with ‘alā are motivated by consequences pertaining to the 

type of TR in the vertical relation.  For example, ‘alā prompts for the intended contact sense in the 

presence of a TR that is mobile.  In instances where ‘alā mediates a relation between a TR with 

significant asymmetry, the oriented trajector sense arises.  The vertical elevation cluster with its 
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senses of Control, Preference, Conditionality, and Responsibility is motivated by experiential basis 

that are related to being in a higher position as will be discussed under these senses.  

I mentioned earlier the two guidelines that can be used to distinguish distinct senses from 

the primary sense.  First, the proposed sense must include some additional meaning that is not 

present in the proto-scene or in other sense.  This additional aspect of meaning could in the form 

of a different TR-LM configuration or a different, non-spatial meaning.  Second, there must be 

identifiable examples where the new sense can be understood as context independent, i.e., the 

new sense must not be a mere inference from the context it appeared in.  In the coming sections, 

these guidelines will be discussed under each of the various senses while arguing for their 

distinction from the primary sense. 

2.2.2.1 Non-cluster senses 

2.2.2.1.1 The covering sense. 

In the proto-scene proposed for ‘alā, the TR and LM were in the canonical ‘higher than’ 

configuration, so the TR is on top of the LM, and the construer is construing the scene from an 

off-stage vantage point, i.e., as though a theatre spectator.  Recall that Tyler and Evans (2003) 

propose that a distinct sense must carry additional meaning that is not present in the primary 

sense, such as including a non-spatial meaning or a different spatial organization between the TR 

and LM than that seen in the proto-scene.  I will show in this section that spatial scenes depicting 

‘alā’s covering meaning bear two differences from the proto-scene: (1) the TR is larger (or 

conceived to be larger) than the LM and (2) the viewer is taking an on-stage vantage point.   

There are many scenarios in real life where the TR is larger or perceived to be larger than 

the LM.  The following sentences from the corpus exemplify some of these scenarios: 
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 والمفرش الدانتیال لم یزل على المائدة (2.88)

wa-l-mafrašu   d -dantilla   lam            yazal         ‘ala        l -mā’idati 
and-the-cloth     the-lace        not   3MSG.still.JSV   on      the-dinning table 
And the lace tablecloth was still on the table  
 

 صورة السریر وعلیھ المفرش الساتان األحمر (2.89)
ṣūratu      s  -sarīri     wa-‘alay-hi      l -mafrašu    s -satānu      l -’aḥmaru 
picture     the-bed       and-  on -it      the-cloth       the-satin      the-red 
The image of the bed with the red satin sheet on it 
 

In both (2.88) and (2.89), recurrent scenes that are part of our everyday encounters such 

as a tablecloth over a table or a bedsheet over a bed result in the covering sense being very 

salient, especially with the different proportions between the TR and the LM, i.e., with the TR 

having a surface that is conceptually larger than that of the LM.  Additionally, in our regular 

interactions with these LMs in our surrounding, such as tables and beds, they are usually lower 

than us, and we are often viewing them from a higher point of view.  In our construal of these 

entities, we are no longer off stage as observers; instead, we would be construing the scene on 

stage.  This shift in vantage point from an off-stage view in the proto-scene to an on-stage view 

in the above examples give rise to the covering sense we associate with ‘alā.  This spatial 

organization which depicts the covering sense is diagrammed in Figure 2.5.  In this diagram, the 

eye icon represents the construer’s vantage point, and the long oval shape represents the TR 

which–given the vantage point–appears to cover the LM represented by the square shape.   
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As the covering meaning becomes entrenched via pragmatic strengthening, it becomes 

instantiated in semantic memory as an independent sense.  Tyler and Evans (2003) explain that 

when a meaning component becomes instantiated as a distinct sense over time, there will be 

examples that exhibit this meaning independent of the original spatial configuration that gave 

rise to it.  Evidence for the covering sense associated with ‘alā comes from examples such as the 

following sentences from the corpus:  

 

 النقاب على وجھھا (2.90)
an-niqābu     ‘alā    wajhi-ha 
the-veil          on      face-her 
The veil on her face 
 

 ارتدت روبا حریریا على قمیص النوم (2.91)
irtadat          rawban   ḥarīriyyan  ‘alā   qamīṣi    n -nawmi 
wore.3FSG    robe          silk            on    gown    the-sleep 
She wore a silk robe over her the night gown 
 

In (2.90), we see an example where the spatial organization holding between the face and the veil 

is no longer in the typical ‘higher than’ relation depicted in the proto-scene that I proposed for 

‘alā.  If ‘alā did not exhibit a distinct covering meaning, the sentence would have been 

Figure 2.5 The covering sense 
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semantically anomalous given that the TR and LM are not in ‘higher than’ relation, and the 

particles of choice to describe the relation between the TR and LM would have been أمام ’amām 

‘in front of’, for example.   

 

 النقاب أمام وجھھا ?? (2.92)
an-niqābu    ’amāma        wajhi-hā 
the- veil      in front of      face-her 
??The veil in front of her face 
 

This is also true in (2.91).  The particle حول ḥawla ‘around’ would have been semantically 

acceptable given the surrounding nature of the robe over the nightgown.  Consider: 

 

 ارتدت روبا حریریا حول قمیص النوم?? (2.93)
irtadat          rawban    ḥarīriyyan      ḥawla       qamīṣi   n -nawmi 
wore.3FSG    robe          silk              around        gown    the-sleep 
??She wore a silk robe around her the night gown 
 

However, in both scenarios, ‘alā is more compatible because it is the only particle designating 

contact between the TR and the LM, which results in covering the LM from the construer’s view 

under the specific vantage point.  This asserts that the covering meaning is not filled in by 

context and that rather ‘alā has a covering sense that is distinct from the original ‘higher than’ 

relation.  If the covering meaning were derived from context as an outcome of our knowledge of 

gowns and veils, Arabic language speakers would have simply used particles that describe the 

specific spatial configuration between the TR and LM as in (2.92) and (2.93), and the same 

implicature of covering would have been instantiated.  Instead, Arabic speakers will agree that 

these sentences are semantically anomalous. 
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There are, on the other hand, situations where the covering implicature can be derived 

from context and is context dependent.  Consider the following sentence from the corpus: 

 

 وجدنا جنود...وفي أیدیھم دروعھم الخشبیة،  (2.94)
wajadnā        junūd            wa-fī      ’aydī-him            durū‘u-hum         l-xašabiyyatu 
found.1PL  soldier.PL     and-in     hand.PL-their    armor.PL-their.M   the-wooden 
We found soldiers.. And in their hands were wooden armors, 
 

رؤوسھم خوذات وعلى  
wa-‘alā      ru’ūsi-him          xūðātun 
and   on      head.PL-their     helmet.PL  
and on their heads, helmets 
 

The immediate meaning is that the helmet is in contact with the head.  Based on our 

knowledge of helmets and that they are worn on heads, we understand that the head is covered as 

a consequence of the contact between its inner surface and the head.  In this sentence, the 

covering meaning could be considered an implicature that is constructed online and is construed 

as a result of our conceptual knowledge, but it is not necessarily a distinct meaning.  This is 

evident by the similar spatial configuration of the TR, the helmet, being atop the LM, the head.  

Note, that this spatial organization is commensurate with that in the proto-scene and the off-stage 

vantage point, thus, it does not present a new spatial configuration that is distinct in any way.  

Nevertheless, this sentence represents an example of a bridging context (Evans & Wilkins, 

2000).  The interpretation of this example could either be the central sense which is indicating 

the location of the helmets on the heads of soldiers, or it could indicate covering.  Bridging 

examples exhibit contexts that support the extra implicature meaning, in this case, the meaning 

of covering. 
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2.2.2.1.2 The examining sense.   

In the proto-scene, I argued that the ‘higher-than’ relation is construed from an off-stage 

vantage point, i.e., the construer is viewing the scene externally.  Also, I have established that a 

scene can be construed in more than one way and that change in vantage point can result in 

change of conceptualization.  I will argue here that shift in vantage point plays an important role 

in giving rise to the examining sense.  Specifically, in the examining sense, the vantage point is 

equated with the TR because it is internal to it, and the TR’s vision is directed downwards at the 

LM. 

 

 

Humans are often in configurations where they are physically in an elevated position 

themselves, in relation to other entities in their surroundings, as in being on top of a hill, a house 

roof, or even a tree.  Here is an example from the corpus. 

  

Figure 2.6 The examining sense 



90 
 

 

وقف على حافة الجبل. ألقى نظرة على الخالء   (2.95)  
waqafa          ‘alā   ḥāffati      l -jabali      ’alqā     naOratan ‘ala   l -xalā’i 
stood.3MSG   on     edge    the-mountain   threw   glance      on   the-emptiness 
He stood on the cliff of the mountain.  He glanced over the wilderness 
 
 أسفل ثم مد البصر نحو األفق
’asfala   θumma    madda                  l-baṣara     naḥwa      l -’ufuqi 
 below     then      extended.3MSG   the-vision   towards   the-horizon 
below then he looked far at the horizon 
 

This spatial scene describes an important relationship between being in a high position and the 

ability to examine our surrounding.  The agent in this spatial scene is standing on a cliff, which 

gives him visual access to the space below the mountain as well as the horizon.  It is true that the 

spatial scene of standing on a cliff does not designate an examining sense of itself and that 

standing on a cliff remains an example of the proto-scene in terms of the configuration between 

the TR and the LM.  However, one of the consequences of being in an elevated position relates 

to having better access to view and examine entities below us.  Humans construe that mounting 

to a high place will correlate with a better point of view.  I argue that the experiential correlation 

between elevation and better viewing motivates the examining sense as in the second clause of 

the above sentence.  The use of ‘alā to participate in a meaning of examining is collocated with 

lexical items that designated looking or viewing from a higher stance such as اطلع iṭṭala‘a ‘rise to 

view’ and ألقى نظرة ’alqā naOratan ‘throw a glance’ among other expressions.  Certainly, these 

lexicalizations are compatible with ‘alā’s meaning of elevation since they carry a meaning of 

elevation, too.  In addition, with the element of looking being part of their semantics, the spatial 

scene becomes distinct from the proto-scene, as they become prompts that–along with ‘alā–give 

rise to the implicature of examining.  Here, the TR is equated with the internal vantage-point of 

the agent, and the LM is the object being examined.  Following this reasoning, the diagram in 
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Figure 2.6 represents this relation, including the vantage point of the examiner.  In this scenario, 

the function of being in contact with a surface is established via a conceptualization of vision 

towards the object directly below as a type of conceptual involvement between the TR’s vantage-

point and LM.  This is comprehensible especially that SEEING IS TOUCHING has been identified as 

an experientially-based, primary metaphor (Grady, 1997). 

Although the original configuration between the vantage point and the LM is vertical in 

the scenes that give rise to this meaning, as we saw in the cliff example, the examining sense 

does not need to present in the typical ‘higher-than’ configuration.  Consider the following 

examples: 

 

 أرید أن أتفرج على واجھات المحالت (2.96)
’urīdu                  ’an   ’atafarraja            ‘alā        wājihāti             l -maḥallāti 
1SG.want.IPFV   that  1SG.watch.IPFV    on   front window.PL   the-store.PL 
I want to go window-shopping 
 

  نفسھ في المرآةوعندما ألقى نظرة أخیرة على  (2.97)
wa-‘inda-mā   ’alqā              naOratan  ’axīratan ‘alā    nafsi-hi    fī   l -mir’ati  
and   at -that    threw.3MSG    look            final     on     self-his    in   the-mirror  
And when he glanced at himself in the mirror one last time, 
 
 كان یبدو أنیقا جًدا
 kāna              yabdū                         anīqan    jiddan 
was.3MSG    3MSG.appear.IPFV   elegant    very 
he looked very elegant 
 

In (2.96), looking at shop’s windows (or window shopping) does not represent a vertical, 

‘higher-than’ relation but is rather horizontal, yet it utilizes the vertical preposition ‘alā.  This is 

evidence that the notion of examination became entrenched as an independent meaning 

associated with ‘alā.  Thus, ‘alā is used to describe examining scenes even when the original 

context that gave rise to the meaning no longer holds.  Also, looking at one’s self in the mirror 
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in (2.97) is another scenario where the examining scene is not from a higher-than stance 

(although it could be), despite the literal meaning ‘throw a glance on his image’ which is 

originally vertical.  Prompts describing scenes such as looking at one’s image in the mirror also 

provide a second line of evidence towards asserting the that the examining sense is established as 

a distinct meaning in the network.  Looking at one’s image in the mirror is commonly with the 

purpose of checking one’s looks for affirmation of beauty and inspecting one’s image.  Such a 

scenario provides context for the invited inference of examining and inspection.  I mentioned 

earlier that the examining sense must have initially started meaning ‘looking from a higher 

position’.  As similar scenes are pragmatically strengthened through repeated use, the prompt 

 alqā naOratan ‘alā ‘throw a glance on’ came to mean examination and inspection at’ ألقى نظرة على

a level of thorough conceptual involvement not limited to casual visual contact as the individual 

words might independently prompt for.  Below is another example from the corpus that 

demonstrates the meaning of thoroughly examining: 

 

 أرید أن أطلع على الكتاب  (2.98)
’urīdu                  ’an         ’aṭṭali‘a        ‘ala l-kitābi  
1SG.want.IPFV   that  1SG.look.IPFV  on  the-book 
I want to look at the book 
 
 الذي طرد بسببھ أدھم
llaði                          ṭurida                       bi-sababi-hi      ’adhamu 
which.MSG     expel.PASS.3MSG         with-reason-it       Adham 
because of which Adham was fired 
 

This sentence represents an example of the conventionalized use of ‘alā where the verb-

preposition collocation came to mean conceptual examination. 

Even more interestingly, the examining meaning while originally including a human 

agent whose internal vantage point corresponds to the TR, Arabic has developed instances where 
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the examining sense is used in the absence of a human viewer.  Instead, the ‘higher-than’ place 

from which the human agent is looking is used to indicate the vantage-point.  For an example, 

consider the following two sentences from the corpus.  In the first sentence, (2.99), the looking is 

physically from a higher place by a human viewer; in the second sentence, (2.100), the high 

place is overlooking the LM. 

 
 وكان للسطح سور قصیر أشب برأسي فوقھ  (2.99)

wa-kāna                li-s-saṭḥi    sūrun   qaṣīrun     ’ašubbu              bi-ra’s-ī        fawqa-hu  
and-was.3MSG  for-the-roof   wall     short    1SG.raise.IPFV  with-head-my   over-it 
And the roof had a short wall that I raised my head above 
 

الشكللكي أطل على حدیقة كثیفة مستطیلة   
li-kay    ’uṭilla  ‘alā   ḥadīqatin   kaθīfatin     mustaṭilati      š -šakli 
for-that    look    on      garden         thick        rectangular    the-shape 
to be able to look at a dense garden with a rectangular shape 
 

الكاكاو الساخن  فكان كثیرا ما یصطحبھا لشرب (2.100)  
fa-kāna            kaθīran  mā           yaṣṭaḥibu   -hā       li-šurbi        l-kakāwi  s-sāxini 
so-was.3MSG    a lot    that  3MSG.invite.IPFV-her  to-drinking  the-cocoa  the-hot 
So he used to often take her to drink hot cocoa 
 

دیللي الذي یطل على سجن الكاتراز الشھیرفي جیرا  
fī   girādillī     allaðī             yuṭillu ‘alā     sijni    l-kātrāzi   š-šahīri 
in  Ghirardelli  which.MSG   looks    on   prison  Alcatraz   the-famous 
in Ghirardelli which overlooked the famous Alcatraz prison 
 

2.2.2.1.3 The focus of attention sense.   

The focus of attention sense arises as an extension of the examining sense discussed in 

the previous section.  I mentioned there that the examining meaning resulted from a combination 

of the stance of TR being in a higher position coupled with downward vision designated by the 

internal vantage point of the construer in the high position.  I argue that the focus of attention 

sense draws on an extra component, the element of proximity between the TR and LM. 
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There are certain configurations where human TRs are higher than entities but not in a 

manner that gives them a broader view.  Rather, they are in positions where they are proximal to 

the LM in a manner that their vision is focused on it.  Consider this sentence from the corpus: 

 

 انحنى على األوراق وسجل شیئا بعنایة (2.101)
inḥanā         ‘ala   l -’awrāqi        wa-sajjala                   šay’an          bi-‘ināyatin 
bent.3MSG   on    the-paper.PL   and-recorded.3MSG   something   with-care 
He bent over the papers and recorded something carefully 

 

While this scene does not particularly designate a meaning of focus of attention in itself, it 

represents a recurrent scenario that gives rise to the focus-of-attention sense.  In the spatial 

configuration in (2.101), the agent is bent over some papers to record important information.  A 

pivotal and natural consequence of being in this configuration is that the agent is proximal to LM 

and that his vision is zoomed in on the document below her.  This human embodied experience 

of bending over results in restricting the field of vision to a certain extent to the objects directly 

below us, specifically given the structure of the human body and the eyes being part of our front-

Figure 2.7 The focus of attention sense 
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facing head.  Also, when humans intentionally bend their upper body over entities in their 

surroundings, it is usually to engage with these entities purposefully.  Some of the prompts that 

provided context for this configuration are verbs such as انكب inkabba ‘inclined on’ and عكف 

‘akafa ‘bent’.  Below are some examples that represent the focus of attention sense from the 

corpus: 

 

 وھي تتمتع بذكاء خارق وقدرة أسطوریة  (2.102)
wa-hiya     tatamatta‘u             bi -ðakā’in         xāriqin     wa-qudratin  ’usṭūriyyatin 
and-she  3FSG.enjoy.IPFV  with-cleverness  exceptional  and-ability      legendary 
And she has exceptional intelligence and a legendary ability 
 
 على العمل تجعلھا تعكف على االستذكار ساعات طویلة
‘alā  l -‘amali   taj‘alu -hā                    ta‘kifu               ‘ala  l-istiðkāri    sā‘ātin  ṭawīlatin 
 on  the-work  3FSG.make.IPFV-her  3FSG.bend.IPFV on the-studying  hour.PL  long 
to work that makes her focus on studying for long hours 
 

 تغلب على أحزانھ وعكف على العمل (2.103)
taɣallaba  ‘alā   ’aḥzāni -hi    wa-‘akafa           ‘ala   l -‘amali 
overcome   on   grief.PL-his   and-bent.3MSG   on   the-work 
He overcame his griefs and focused on work 
 

 انكب على حل المسائل (2.104)
inkabba             ‘alā     ḥalli        l -masā’ili 
inclined.3MSG   on   solving    the-question.PL 
He focused on solving the problems 
 

The focus of attention sense is illustrated in Figure 2.7 which is like that of the examining sense 

in the previous section in that the TR and LM are in a vertical relation and the eye icon is internal 

to the TR, denoting an on-stage vantage point.  The difference here is that the LM is bolded to 

indicate that it is in focus.  Note that, in these examples, describing the original spatial scene that 

gave rise to the focus sense is no longer the intended meaning.  In these scenarios, the TR is not 
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focusing its attention on a physical LM, and the meaning is no longer spatial.  Instead, the salient 

meaning is the involvement process that results from focusing on the LM. 

The meaning of focusing one’s attention on physical objects is metaphorically extended 

to describe emotional stance over targets of our passions which could be physical objects or 

human beings.  For example, in (2.105) the son has his worries for the mother who in turn is 

grieving over her newborn.  Other emotional states are like pouring one’s mercy or anger over a 

person as exemplified in (2.106) or crying over a dear person as in (2.107).   

 

 ما إن سمعت بتحلیل ابنھا  (2.105)
mā-’in     sami‘at               bi -taḥlīli            ibni-hā  
since       heared.3FSG    with-analysis       son-her  
As soon as she heard her son’s explanation 
 
 وخوفھ على األم من الحزن على ولیدھا
wa-xawfi-hi   ‘ala     l -’ummi       min     al -ḥuzni    ‘alā    walīdi-hā 
and-fear-his     on   the-mother    from    the-greief    on    new born-her 
and his fear over the mother grieving over her son 

 

بالشفقة على أمي والحنق على أبي أشعر  (2.106)  
’aš‘uru                 bi  - š -šafaqati   ‘alā     ’umm-ī       wa-l-ḥunqi     ‘alā    ’ab  -ī 
1SG.feel.IPFV   with-the-mercey    on    mother-my  and-the-anger   on   father-my 
I feel merciful for my mom and angry at my dad 
 

 علینا أن نكف عن البكاء على رانیة (2.107)
‘alay-nā    ’an         nakuffa           ‘an    al-bukā’i    ‘alā    raniyah 
 on  -us      that    1PL.stop.IPFV   that    the-crying   on    Rania 
We have to stop crying over Rania 
 

2.2.2.1.4 The intended contact sense.   

The meaning of intended contact is motivated by the functional element of contact.  I 

mentioned in my description of the proto-scene that ‘alā represents a TR and a LM in a ‘higher-
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than’ organization and that the functional element in ‘alā’s spatial scene is support and contact.  I 

also established the TR is the smaller mobile entity and the LM is the larger stationary entity in 

the spatial relation.  For two objects to reach the state of being in a vertical relation with the 

function of contact, often the TR is assumed to have started elsewhere and undergone a motion 

whose path ended on top of the LM.  Conceptual knowledge of the mobility of the TR gives rise 

to the meaning of intended contact. Figure 2.8 illustrates this sense, with the arrow pointing at 

the targeted surface where the TR ends in contact with the LM. 

 

 

 

Generally, as Lentzner (1977) contends, “the quality of being motional or locational is 

inherent in the preposition” (p. 19). Although Vandeloise (1991) suggests that support 

prepositions like on can in some instances focus on the movement leading to the contact between 

two entities involved, Arabic ‘alā is not a motional preposition.  However, by implicature, 

contact suggests that a motion preceded the contact and that the goal of this motion is the point 

or surface where the TR ends on the LM.  This background knowledge forms the basis for an 

invited inference by which we construe LMs as the destinations for TRs.  This type of invited 

inference is mutual to Arabic and English.  English native speakers will construe of attacks or 

war targeting a certain opponent using the preposition on as in the war on terror or the attack on 

Pearl Harbor.  Similarly, Arabic speakers will construe of scenarios like war on Yugoslavia and 

Figure 2.8 The intended contact sense 
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Greece as in (2.108), his breath on my face as in (2.109), and the lady’s knocks on the door as 

in (2.110) using the preposition ‘alā. 

 

 ثم قامت الطائرات باإلغارة على بلجراد  (2.108)
θumma    qāmat             aṭ -ṭā’irātu      bi-l-’iɣārati   ‘alā   bilgrād  
then        set out.3FSG  the-plane.PL   by-the-raid       on   Belgrade 
Then there was an air raid on Belgrade, 
 
 ً  وأعلنت ألمانیا الحرب على یوغسالفیا والیونان معا
wa-’a‘lanat                  ’almānyā  l-ḥarba  ‘alā  yūɣūslāfyā   wa-l-yūnāni       ma‘an 
and announced.3FSG Germany   the-war   on   Yugoslavia   and-the-Greece  together 
and Germany declared war on both Yugoslavia and Greece 
 

 كنت أشعر بأنفاسھ على وجنتي (2.109)
kuntu       ’aš‘uru              bi-’anfāsi-hi         ‘alā  wajnatī 
was.1SG 1SG.feel.IPFV with-breath.PL-his  on  cheek-my 
I was feeling his breaths on my cheek 
 

 والحقیقة أنھا لم تستمع إلى أنینھ،  (2.110)
wa-l-ḥaqīqatu  ’anna-hā   lam         tastami‘       ’ilā     ’anīni  -hi 
and-the-truth     that-she    not  3FSG.listen.JSV   to    moaning-his 
And, in fact, she didn’t hear his moaning, 
 
 بل أیقظتھا طرقات الست مریم على الباب
bal     ’ayqaOat  -hā     ṭaraqātu      s -sitt    maryam  ‘ala   l -bābi 
but   woke.3FSG-her   knock.PL  the-lady  Mariam    on  the-door 
but was awakened by lady Mariam’s knocks on the door 
 

It is important to note that the three scenarios in (2.108), (2.109), and (2.110) vary in terms of 

conforming to verticality.  In (2.108), the air raid (TR) on Belgrade (LM) is necessarily vertical 

whereas in (2.109), the breath of air (TR) touching the female’s face (LM) could be either 

vertical or horizontal.  Finally, in (2.110), the knock (TR) on the door (LM) is not vertical but 

rather horizontal.  Still, all the three scenes are felicitously lexicalized using ‘alā.  This is 

evidence that the meaning of intended contact has been reanalyzed as being a distinct scene from 
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the original scene that sanctioned it, and it has been entrenched via pragmatic strengthening as an 

independent meaning. 

2.2.2.1.5 The oriented trajector sense.  

I mentioned under the intended contact sense, that it was motivated by ‘alā’s proto-scene, 

with the functional element of contact as a key factor in the meaning extension.  The current 

sense is similarly motivated by contact but also emphasizes support, with focus being on the TR 

as I will explain below.  Also, in my discussion of ways of construing a scene, I mentioned that 

zooming in or out on the elements in a spatial scene will result in different construal of the same 

scene.  Humans are capable of focusing on one entity while choosing to background the other 

entity in the spatial scene.  I argue here that the oriented trajector sense arises as a result of 

focusing on the TR’s salient surface that is in contact with and supported by the LM. 

In the oriented trajector sense, both support and contact are involved.  Evans (2010) 

asserts that English on conveys more than one parameter as part of its conceptual representation, 

which are contact and support.  He argues that in some instances one of these parameters is 

emphasized while in other cases both meanings are at play. 

The oriented trajector sense that ‘alā takes–which English on also seems to express–

arises as a consequence of the interaction between the elements of contact and support as well as 

the saliency of certain surfaces.  Consider the following example from the corpus: 

 

ظھرھاشاھد السلحفاة مسجاة على  (2.111)  
šāhada                s-sulḥufāta   musajjātan   ‘alā  Oahri-hā 
watched.3MSG   the-turtle         supine         on   back-her 
He saw the turtle supine on its back 
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In (2.111), ‘alā denotes a prominent meaning of support, yet the TR’s surface that is in contact 

(the turtle’s back), receives saliency over the LM.  In fact, this spatial scene does not make 

explicit mention of the LM at all.   

In many cases, our conceptualization of a spatial scene is more concerned with the TR. 

Instead of locating the TR relevant to the LM, we focus on one part of the TR, the salient surface 

in contact.  In this type of construal, the LM is not significant as a supporter; rather, the TR’s 

surface that is resisting gravity is most relevant.  This type of construal is often germane when 

we are referring to entities that have salient surfaces, as in entities with front-back or top-bottom 

asymmetry, or even any other part-to-whole surface structure where surface saliency is key. 

Figure 2.9 captures the top-bottom-asymmetrical TR in relation to the LM. The asymmetry of the 

TR is indicated by the ‘This Side Up’ arrows on the TR.  The LM is not explicit; thus, it is not in 

focus as indicated by the dotted line and lack of shading. 

 The oriented trajector sense is especially important when we describe contact and support 

scenes involving our bodies.  As human beings with front-back orientation, having our faculties 

of perception in the front of our bodies has significant consequences for us.  The direction we are 

facing is often associated with many positive associations some of which are safety and being 

able to see and predict, and the direction behind our back is associated with negative 

connotations such as being vulnerable and less knowledgeable about what is happening in our 

environment.  Along the same lines, the orientation of lying down in a supine position has 

entirely different sets of consequences from that of lying prone with one’s face to the ground in 

terms of vulnerability, vision, etc.  Motivated by such consequences, support relations are 

extended to designate a meaning of orientation when describing a body in reference to one of its 

parts.  We construe of this part as participating in the support relation and thus refer to it as 
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supporting us.  Just like we construe our feet as supporting us when we stand on them, we also 

rest on our elbows, sit on our bottoms, and lie down on our backs. 

 

 

 

Consider, for example, the following sentences from the corpus: 

 

فعتھ في ظھره بغتة فسقط على وجھھلكن ید بیومي د (2.112)  
lakinna  yad bayyūmī    dafa‘at-hu             fī  Oahri-hi  baɣtatan  fa-saqaṭa    ‘alā wajhi-hi 
but       hand Bayyoomi pushed.3FSG-him in back-his suddenly so-fell.3MSG on face-his 
But Bayyoomi’s hand suddenly pushed him on his back so he fell on his face 
 

 دخل تحت الغطاء لینام.. انقلب على جنبھ (2.113)
daxala              taḥta  l-ɣiṭā’i      li -yanāma                   inqalaba              ‘alā jambi-hi 
entered.3MSG under the-cover for-3MSG.sleep-IPFV turned over.3MSG on side-his. 
He got under the covers to sleep.. He turned on his side 

 

In (2.112), the victim of the push fell on a surface, possibly the floor.  However, the construer 

chose to zoom in on the part of the victim’s body that came in contact with the floor.  Also, 

in (2.113), the agent turned over to sleep on his side, probably from a supine position.  Here, the 

construer chose to focus on the side on which the person is resting.  What is relevant to the 

construer is the change of position that the agent underwent; the supporting surface is not salient 

since it is constant in the two physical orientations.  In both scenes, what is salient is the side of 

Figure 2.9 The oriented trajector sense 
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the TR that is coming in contact with the supporter.  On the other hand, the supporter, which is 

the bed in this case, is either not significant or is a given.   

2.2.2.1.6 The activity sense.  

When two objects are in a contiguous relation, the contact between their surfaces can lead 

to many different consequences.  One of the dynamic consequences of contact is the tight 

correlation between contact and activity.  Consider the following scenarios which–I argue–give 

rise to the activity sense.   

 

 سقطت دمعة في الشاي الذي یغلي على نار الموقد (2.114)
saqaṭat     dam‘atun   fi   š -šāyi   allaðī            yaɣlī   ‘alā  nari   l-mawqidi 
fell.3FSG teardrop    in   the-tea  which.MSG  boiling  on   fire   the-stove 
A teardrop fell in the tea that was boiling on the stove’s fire 
 

In this example, contact with a surface like that of a small fire or a stove top will bring a 

pot of tea to a boil.  Scenes like this one give rise to the tight correlation between contact and 

activity.  Moreover, one of the important outcomes of this basic scene in human experience is that 

the fire as a surface also provides a platform for the activity of preparing food.  Hence, there is an 

experiential correlation between co-location with certain surfaces (or places) and activity.14  In the 

following example, the agent is preparing tea over a small fire; hence, the activity of preparing tea 

is contingent upon being close to the fire: 

 

 كان یعد الشاي على نار جوار الكشك (2.115)
kāna              yu‘iddu                         š -šāya   ‘alā  nārin   jiwāra   l -kuški 
was.3MSG    3MSG.prepare.IPFV   the-tea      on    fire      near    the-kiosk 
He was making tea on a small fire near the kiosk 

                                                
14 Lakoff & Johnson (1999) posit that this correlation motivates the primary metaphor Action Is Being In 
A Location. 
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Such sentences provide bridging contexts that give rise to the activity sense.  In these 

examples, the spatial configuration between the teapot (or the agent preparing it) and the fire is 

still consistent with ‘alā’s proto-scene, i.e., that the TR and LM are in the canonical vertical 

relation.  The functional element of contact and support is also present.  However, evidence 

asserting that the activity sense is a distinct sense comes from examples where the TR-LM 

configuration is no longer vertical.  Indeed, ‘alā was used in examples describing spatial scenes 

that are not necessarily vertical, as in the case of human agents interacting with specific types of 

surfaces such as tables, desks, and even desktop computers and laptops.  Consider the following 

examples from the corpus: 

 

 جلست معھ على المائدة وسخنت لھ طعاما (2.116)
jalasat      ma‘a-hu  ‘ala    l-mā’idati           w- saxxanat           la-hu    ṭa‘āman 
sat.3FSG  with-him  on  the-dining table   and-heated.3FSG   for-him   food 
She sat with him at the dining table and she warmed up food for him 
 

 تأكد لھ أنھ رئیسھم (2.117)
ta’akkada                   la-hu     ’anna-hu    ra’īsu-hum     
became sure.3MSG   for-him    that-he      boss-their.M     
It was confirmed to him that he was their boss 
 

على مكتب یتوسط المكان وأنھ یجلس  
wa-’anna-hu           yajlisu           ‘alā   maktabin         yatawassaṭu            l -makāna 
and-that-he       3MSG.sit.IPFV     on     desk          3MSG.center.IPFV    the-place 
and that he was sitting at a desk in the middle of the place 
 

 یكتب الخطاب على الكمبیوتر (2.118)
yaktubu                       l -xiṭāba   ‘ala    l -kumbyūtari 
3MSG.write.IPFV    the-letter     on    the-computer 
He writes the letter on the computer 
 
Tables and desks are examples of surfaces that we can be co-located with for a specific 
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function or activity; for example, we gather at dining tables for a meal, we sit at desks to work, 

and we engage with our computers for work or entertainment.  The meaning of activity is triggered 

by the interaction that exists between convenient surfaces (LMs) that allow functional interaction 

and utilization for animate, intentional figures like humans (TRs).  We construe surfaces (and key 

objects that bear resemblance to these surfaces, like a computer) as platforms providing support 

for our bodies or the tasks we are performing.  This is possibly one of the reasons that makes ‘alā 

more suitable as a preposition for this sense than say fawqa (above, over) or ‘inda (at).  ‘Alā and 

the support relation it denotes express an important consequence coming from the force dynamics 

between the supporter and the supported.  The nature of the interaction between the two, where 

one is exerting force and the other is resisting it, makes it more expressive of the elements of 

interaction and engagement we perceive between our bodies and work surfaces.  A preposition that 

expresses contactless elevation (such as fawqa ‘above’) or one of mere co-location (such as ‘inda 

‘at/near’) is not sufficient to express the level of involvement that ‘alā embodies.  This explains 

the reason that the following spatial scenes are semantically anomalous:  

 

 جلس فوق الطاولة?? (2.119)
jalasa           fawqa       ṭ  -ṭāwilati 
sat.3MSG     above     the-table 
He sat above the table 
 

(2.120) ?? لةجلس عند الطاو  
jalasa          ‘inda        ṭ -ṭāwilati 
sat.3MSG     near       the-table 
He sat near the table 
 

The sentence with fawqa would mean physically sitting on top of the surface of the table.  

If the spatial scene of sitting at the table were not motivated by the activity meaning stemming 
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from contact and support but were the result of being higher than these surfaces, fawqa would have 

developed the meaning of activity instead.  After all, we sit higher than tables and stand higher 

than stovetops, and fawqa has a meaning of being higher than other entities.  However, fawqa’s 

contactless meaning of elevation is not consistent with for this meaning extension.  Likewise, the 

sentence with ‘inda would mean a bizarre configuration where the person would be sitting near 

the table but not at the table.  Why might not mere co-location denoted by inda develop into an 

activity meaning instead of ‘alā? It is because ‘alā’s functional element of supporting an activity 

is key for this meaning extension in Arabic, which makes this function exclusive for ‘alā (although 

it is worth noting that English does use ‘at’ to convey activity as in ‘hard at work’). Figure 2.10 

represents the TR-LM organization that gives rise to the activity sense: The LM is a particular type 

of surface that–when the TR comes in contact with it–becomes a platform for the specific activity. 

 

 

 

It is worth noting that in some colloquial dialects of Arabic, ‘alā became the preposition 

speakers use to describe interactions with other types of ‘surfaces’ or interactive modern 

technology ‘platforms’ such as Play Station, Nintendo, and X-Box.  For instance, speakers of 

several colloquial dialects would say: 

 

Figure 2.10 The activity sense 
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 فراس على البالیستیشن من الصبح (2.121)
firās    ‘ala      l -blistayšan       mina    ṣ -ṣubḥ 
Firas     on    the-playstation   from   the-morning 
Firas is on the Playstation since the morning 
 

Note that the meaning of activity associated with ‘alā developed from describing vertical 

relations similar to that of a teapot on a stovetop (or the action of preparing it) to describing a 

person at his desk, on the phone, or on a gaming platform.  As we have seen with other senses, it 

has become unrestricted to verticality.  This is evidence supporting the existence of the activity 

sense as a separate meaning in the semantic network.  

2.2.2.1.7 The medium sense.   

In the previous section, I discussed the activity sense associated with ‘alā.  I mentioned 

that one of the experiential correlations that make the activity sense possible is the tight relation 

between activities and the surfaces that provide support for them.  The medium sense is an 

extension of the activity sense.  It arises as an outcome for activities being dependent on certain 

instruments or inventions which become exclusive mediums for these activities.   

In this meaning ‘alā mediates a carrier relationship where the TR is conveyed as being 

carried by the LM.  Specifically, certain horizontal surfaces are conceived as carriers while 

considered supporters.  A tray is one example.  Consider the following sentence from the corpus: 

 

  وضع البراد على الصینیة (2.122)
waḍa‘a          l –barrāda   ‘ala      ṣ -ṣīniyyati 
put.3MSG   the-teapot        on      the-tray 
He put the teapot on the tray 
 

Trays have almost flat surfaces and are used to serve or transport entities we place on them.  An 

important consequence of this scene is that the tray or platter as a surface will transport objects 
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placed on it.  Move the tray and the objects will move with it.  Note that the above sentence does 

not in itself represent an example of the medium sense, but it gives rise to it, as I argue here.  

Figure 2.11 represents the medium sense with the TR being carried by the LM.  The hand 

diagram represents the mobility of the LM.  

 

 

 

It is conceivable that ‘alā is suitable to lexicalize the medium sense when surfaces 

function as carriers as in the following examples from the corpus.  In these examples, the 

instruments (LMs) providing a medium for the TRs are paper, a TV screen, and the screen of a 

mobile phone.  In (2.123), paper is the medium on which ink is presented; in (2.124), the actor is 

seen on the TV screen; and in (2.125), the caller’s number appears on the screen of a cellphone. 

 

 حبر على ورق (2.123)
ḥibrun ‘alā   waraqin 
ink         on   paper.PL 
Ink on paper 
 

شة التلفازالممثل على شا (2.124)  
al-mumaθθilu ‘alā    šāšati     t  -tilfāzi 
the-actor           on    screen   the-television 
The actor on the screen of the TV 
 

 رقمھ على شاشة الجوال (2.125)
raqamu-hu   ‘alā  šāšati     l -jawwali 
number-his    on   screen   the-mobile 
His number on the screen of my cell phone 

Figure 2.11 The medium sense 
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Traditional surfaces like walls and paper can carry writings. Note in these cases, the TR 

(the ink) is not separable from LM (the surface to which it is applied). Likewise, many of the 

modern technological devices that can transfer information are construed in Arabic as surfaces 

that carry information, specifically visual information such as text and images. These uses are 

different from the proto-scene in at least two ways.  First, note that none of these devices are 

used in a ‘higher than’ configuration.  Secondly, the relationship being mediated is not strictly 

between a separable physical entity (TR) and a LM providing physical support.  Arabic speakers 

will routinely use ‘alā to describe utilization of these devices as mediums.  This suggests that 

this sense is instantiated in the semantic network as an independent sense. 

 Further evidence for the medium sense being entrenched as an independent sense in 

semantic memory comes from the fact that ‘alā is used to designate a medium meaning even 

with carriers or devices that do not resemble surfaces.  In other words, the use of ‘alā to denote 

the medium sense is no longer limited to devices that have surfaces.  Consider the use of the 

support preposition ‘alā to lexicalize the situation of hearing someone’s voice on the phone: 

 

 جاء صوتھ على الھاتف (2.126)
jā’a                 ṣawṭu-hu   ‘ala     l -hātifi 
came.3MSG   voice-his     on    the-phone 
His voice came on the phone 
 

Hence, ‘alā can be associated with the medium sense in the absence of the context that gave rise 

to it, i.e., in the absence of both verticality and surfaces.  Consider another possible example that 

provides additional evidence for the entrenched use of ‘alā to describe a medium meaning: 
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 الملف على الفالش (2.127)
al-malaf   ‘ala     l-flāš 
the-file      on    the-flash drive 
The file on the flash drive 

 

This is a clear example of the independence of the medium meaning and its semantic 

felicitousness in the absence of the contexts that initially gave rise to it, i.e., in the absence of 

surface denotations.  

2.2.2.1.8  The state sense 

 

 

The state sense is another abstract sense that is associated with Arabic ‘alā.  It is the 

sense whereby ‘alā denotes a meaning of the TR being in a particular state.   

 

 كنت على سفر (2.128)
kuntu        ‘alā   safarin 
was.1SG    on    travel 
I was travelling 
 

For example, in (2.128), the speaker uses the expression ‘alā safar to describe his being ‘on’ a 

temporary state of traveling.  Tyler and Evans (2003) had argued that the primary metaphor 

Figure 2.12 The state sense 
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STATE ARE LOCATIONS (Grady, 1997; Lakoff & Johnson, 1999) explained how the meaning of 

being in a certain state got associated with spatial prepositions.  According to that argument, as a 

consequence of experiential correlation between repeatedly being in a certain location and by 

association being in a certain state that is closely tied to this location, the state meaning arises 

(Evans & Tyler, 2004a; Tyler & Evans, 2003).  Tyler and Evans (2003) illustrated this notion of 

association between locations and states using the example of an infant experiencing emotions of 

love and security when held in a caregiver’s lap versus feelings of loneliness when left in a dark 

room at night.  However, this assumption although persuasive is lacking in some regard.  While 

the primary metaphor STATES ARE LOCATIONS explains how locations and some particles become 

associated with states, it does not suffice to inform why certain states become associated with 

certain spatial particles, not others (Evans, 2010).15  Indeed, the primary metaphor sheds light on 

how the spatio-physical lexicalization becomes a reference for the socio-physical state, but the 

nuanced state meaning that a spatial particle conveys is closely tied to meanings and 

consequences that are specific to the core meaning of the particle.  English on seems to denote 

states that express temporary, also active situation such as on alert and on a diet as opposed to 

routine, ordinary situations (Tyler & Evans; 2003; Evans, 2010).  This is related to the central 

element of contact associated with on.  Evans (2010) terms it as functional actioning where 

functionality or activity is an outcome of contact: “when a TR comes into contact with a 

particular surface, [it] becomes functional” (p. 242).  In many of the spatial scenes that we 

encounter, contact has the consequence of an action taking place.16  Evans points to the salient 

English expression turn on and notes that the contact facilitated by an electrical switch or plug 

                                                
15 Fī also designates a state meaning albeit a different type of state than that denoted by ‘alā.  See the 
analysis chapter on fī’s polysemy network. 
16 The same consequence motivates the activity sense associated with ‘alā, as discussed earlier. 
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translates into electrical activity (hence, he glosses this sense as the ACTIVE STATE meaning).  I 

suggest that even a more basic experience can explain this sense, specifically the correlation 

between an entity coming in contact with heat or fire and the resulting activity, reaction, or 

change.  English speakers using on and Arabic speakers using ‘alā employ the preposition of 

support and contact to construe a meaning of temporary, active states.  The following sentences 

from the corpus are examples where Arabic ‘alā lexicalizes this type of state.  In (2.129), the TR 

(He) is described as being in a state of disagreement with his uncle; in (2.130) the speaker, the 

TR, is in a state of hurriedness.   

 

 إنھ على خالف مع عمھ (2.129)
’inna-hu   ‘alā    xilāfin             ma‘a    ‘ammi -hi 
that-he       on    disagreement   with      uncle-his 
He is in disagreement with his uncle 
 

 ھل أنت على عجل؟ (2.130)
hal      ’anta         ‘alā  ‘ajalin 
 Q      you.MSG     on     hurry 
Are you in a hurry? 
 

Evans (2010) identified only one state meaning for English on, which he glossed as 

[ACTIVE STATE].  However, Arabic ‘alā expresses–in addition to active states–another state 

meaning that is distinguishable from the temporary state meaning.  Arabic native speakers use 

‘alā to convey the state of being supported by (or lacking) evidence.  Consider the examples 

below. 

 

 أنا على صواب (2.131)
’anā  ‘alā   ṣawābin 
 I         on    correct 
 I am right’ 
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 كانت على خطأ (2.132)
kānat          ‘alā     xaṭa’in 
was.3FSG    on     incorrect 
She was wrong’ 
 

ةوھي على ثقة بأن ابنتھا محموم (2.133)  
wa-hiya  ‘alā   θiqatin    bi -’anna     ibnata  -hā    maḥmūmatun 
and-she    on      trust      with-that    daughter-her     feverish 
She is confident that her daughter is feverish 
 

 نحن على بینة مما نرید (2.134)
naḥnu  ‘alā    bayyenatin    mim-mā   nurīdu 
we         on       clarity        from-that   1PL.want.IPFV 
We are clear of what we want 
 

 ھو على یقین من ذلك (2.135)
huwa ‘alā   yaqīnin   min  ðalika 
he       on     surety   from  that 
He is sure of it 
 

In the example sentences (2.131)–(2.135), the human TR is represented as being 

supported by evidence or proof and ‘alā is mediating this relationship.  As surfaces provide 

support for objects that rest on them, evidence can provide support for opinions.  The state sense 

of ‘alā appears in constructions where a nominal such as a noun or a pronoun is followed by the 

prepositional phrase. 

The use of ‘alā to delineate a state sense, a relation between a TR and a non-physical 

LM, provides evidence of the entrenchment of this type of use in permanent memory.  In other 

words, spatial scenes of co-location which originally gave rise to the state sense are not required 

to sanction this use of ‘alā. 
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2.2.2.1.9 The manner sense.   

 

 

 

Another abstract sense associated with ‘alā is one that denotes manner.  This sense can be 

explained by our perception of surfaces that we coincide with and the functional element of 

support that we associate with surfaces.  While we perceive that being on flat surfaces correlates 

with our ability to walk without falling, we also associate these surfaces with the function of 

defining our movement in terms of direction when we are on paths or tracks.  Also, the 

smoothness or flatness of our paths will correlate with our progression along the path.  A rough 

or steep track will slow us down or require us to exert more effort.  Experientially, we also 

understand that when one object is atop of another, moving the lower object will essentially 

move the top object with it, in the same direction and with the same speed or manner.  These 

recurrent daily scenes form schematic images that are present in support relations and motivate 

the extension of such relations to manner denotations.  The following sentences use ‘alā to 

convey a manner, describing the action or the process indicated by the verb.  In (2.136), the 

transporting of the uncle is done in a speedy manner; in (2.137), Ahmad is speaking in a 

reluctant manner.  This meaning accompanies ‘alā in constructions that are made of a verb 

phrase followed by the prepositional phrase of ‘alā and a noun. 

Figure 2.13 The manner sense 
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 فنقل عمي أحمد على عجل في سیارة اإلسعاف (2.136)
fa-nuqila                                 ‘amm-ī    ’aḥmadu  ‘alā  ‘ajalin  fī  sayyārati    l -’is‘āfi 
so-transported.PASS.3MSG  uncle-my  Ahmad    on    hurry  in      car        the-rescue 
So my uncle, Ahmad, was transported in a hurry in the ambulance 
 

 فقال أحمد على مضض وضیق (2.137)
fa-qāla              ’aḥmadu    ‘alā   maḍaḍin      wa-ḍīqin 
so-said.3MSG     Ahmad      on   reluctance   and-frustration 
Then Ahmad said in reluctance and frustration 
 

It is worth noting here that, in (2.136), the corresponding English translations draws on the 

extended ‘state’ sense of in.  This example is one of many that demonstrate a case where Arabic 

and English differ in how they lexicalize certain meanings.  An English equivalent of the of 

above sentence would be I am/We are in a hurry.  Another way to express the same meaning 

would be by using the adverb hurriedly to describe the transporting of the uncle.  

Similarly, (2.138) is another example that uses a ‘state’ meaning in the case of English whereas a 

‘manner’ meaning is expressed in Arabic using ‘alā. 

 

 صرن ینزلن إلى المخابئ وإن على استحیاء (2.138)
ṣirna                yanzilna                   ’ila   l -maxābi’i       wa-’in  ‘ala  istiḥyā’in 
became.3FPL  3FPL.descend.IPFV  to   the-hideout.PL  and-if    on   shyness 
They started going down to the hideouts although shyly (in a shy manner) 
 

The manner meaning denoted by the prepositional phrase in (2.138) can be expressed 

alternatively in Arabic using the active participle in the accusative case (that is, with the 

adverbial function) as in saying: 

 

 صرن ینزلن إلى المخابئ وإن مستحیات (2.139)
ṣirna                yanzilna                    ila     l -maxābi’i      wa-’in    mustaḥiyyāin 
became.3FPL  3FPL.descend.IPFV  to   the-hideout.PL   and-if         shyly 
They started going down to the hideouts although shyly 
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This alternative way of expressing the shyness that characterized the act of going down in the 

sentence further demonstrates that indeed the manner reading is consistent with the use of ‘alā.  

Some other collocations where ‘alā plus the following noun indicate manner are على مھل ‘alā 

mahlin (meaning ‘slowly’, literally on slow), and على عجل ‘alā ‘ajalin ‘in a hurry’.  These manner 

denotations differ from the state sense associated with ‘alā. 

2.2.2.2 The vertical elevation cluster   

This cluster of senses is motivated by the notion of the TR being vertically elevated.  

Each of the four senses discussed here, although related, focuses on a different aspect of 

elevation that is related to human conceptualization of increased verticality, although none of 

these senses designates a spatial relation.  

2.2.2.2.1 The control sense.   

The control sense is an abstract non-spatial meaning, but its motivation comes from 

consequences pertaining to the spatial configuration seen in a typical proto-scene, namely the 

force dynamics between the TR and the LM in a support relation.  From the LM’s perspective, 

the TR in the higher position has power (by means of its weight) over the LM.  The pull of 

gravity complemented with the higher-than position grants the TR the advantage of control. 

Figure 2.14 represents this sense, with the TR and the LM taking the default configuration as in 

the proto-scene.  Here, the difference in this diagram lies in the small arrows extending from the 

TR to represent the TR’s control over the LM. 
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The control sense has significant prevalence in human conceptualization and is strongly 

rooted in embodied experience.  Humans understand that their heads (which are the top parts of 

their bodies) hold the controlling perceptual organs and the brain.  They conceptualize entities in 

a higher position to possess greater power over entities in a lower position.  When one object is 

on top of another, the higher entity could control the lower one by means of weight.  For 

example, we put heavy objects such as a paperweight on top of a paper or a rock on picnic mat to 

keep the lower object from moving.  Grady (1997) advocates that while (specifically) the effect 

of gravity puts the higher TR in a power position over the lower LM, the saliency of the force of 

gravity as a power along the vertical axis gives prevalence to the more general up-down 

distinction, both in conceptualization and linguistic encoding (p. 262).  The significance of 

verticality and up-down distinctions motivates primary metaphors such as CONTROL IS UP (Lakoff 

& Jonson, 1980), alternatively referred to as the BEING IN CONTROL IS BEING ABOVE (Grady, 

1997).  These and many other primary metaphors (see, for example, the STATUS IS UP metaphor 

(Sweetser, 1995 as cited in Grady, 1997)) are based in experiential correlations between being in 

an elevated position and having greater control over lower entities (Grady, 1997).  These 

significant correlates motivate our use of ‘alā to denote the control sense.  The following 

examples illustrate this meaning: 

Figure 2.14 The control sense 
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 لم یبق ببابك جند،  (2.140)
lam            yabqa              bi-bābi-ka        jundun  
not  3MSG.remain.JSV   by-door-your   soldier.PL  
No more soldiers remain at your door, 
 

عدت أمیًرا على أحدفما   
fa  -mā          ‘udta                ’amīran ‘alā  ’aḥadin 
since-not   remained.3MSG    prince   on   someone 
for you are no longer a prince on anyone 
 

 In the above example, the use of ‘alā is congruent with the meaning of control which a prince, 

the TR, can have over the soldiers, the LM (although the speaker is informing the prince of the 

loss of his power as a ruler as evidenced by the guards leaving their appointed duties).  The 

control sense associated with ‘alā does not have to be limited to physical control.  Strong 

emotions can be perceived as metaphorically controlling individuals who are experiencing them.  

For example, in (2.141), the character is controlled and driven by emotions of anger and rage: 

 

 كان یسیطر علیھا غضب جامح  (2.141)
kāna              yusayṭiru                  ‘alay-hā   ɣaḍabun   jāmiḥun 
was.3MSG   3MSG.control.IPFV   on-her       anger       wild 
She was controlled by wild anger  
 

In Arabic, this meaning of control is specific to ‘alā which indicates that Arabic construal 

requires support to express a control meaning.  fawqa, for example, could describe a sense of 

salient elevation as in (2.142) denoting meanings such as being beyond or above the ordinary: 
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 جاللتھ فوق كل تقدیر، فوق كل خطأ (2.142)
jlālatu-hu     fawqa  kulli   taqdīrin   fawqa   kulli      xaṭa’in 
majesty-his  above  every  respect    above   every   mistake 
His majesty is above all measures, above all errors 
 

On the other hand, ‘alā possesses this control meaning because the force dynamics that result 

from contact and support include exerted power as an important consequence.  Compare to 

English on in She is on top of payroll situation and contrast with English over in She has a 

strong power over me.  In English, the up-down distinction motivates the power meanings 

associated with over.  In both Arabic and English, the more concepts of support and gravity 

motivate the control sense associated with ‘alā and on. 

2.2.2.2.2 The preference sense.  

The preference sense is another abstract sense that extends from human perception of 

higher entities being better and superior.  Humans often construe an increased vertically as being 

privileged and hence favored.  This construal is experientially based and is motivated by 

scenarios where an increase in height is correlated with favorable situations.  Consider, for 

example, a stack of objects and the correlation between the number of objects and the height of 

the stack: the more objects are stacked, the higher the stack becomes.  Relying on similar 

experientially embodied relations, we lexicalize preferable situations by referring to them as 

scenarios of increased verticality.  Sentences such as the following reflect our conceptualization 

of this correlation: 

 

 حصلت في ذلك الفصل على أعلى الدرجات (2.143)
ḥaṣalat               fī  ðalika     l -faṣli         ‘alā    ’a‘la      d -darajāti 
obtained.3FSG  in   that      the-semester   on   highest  the-grade.PL 
She obtained the highest grades in that semester 
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In (2.143), while grades are quantified in terms of numbers to indicate more quantity, we 

conceptualize them in terms of height to delineate excellence and distinction.  Similarly, we 

would construe of a person with the best performance as being the top entity when we say in 

English He graduated at the top of his class.  Thus, increase in height is perceived as a positive, 

preferred state.  Height is also associated with privilege; hence, a certain social class can be 

referred to as الطبقة الراقیة aṭ-ṭabaqa r-raqiya ‘the high class’.  These positive correlates in 

experience give rise to the preference sense associated with ‘alā, as in the following examples 

from the corpus: 

 

 انھا تفضل االجتماع بصدیقتھا الجدیدة  (2.144)
’inna-hā    tufaḍḍilu                     l -ijtimā‘a       bi-ṣadīqati-hā    l -jadīdati    
 that-she    3FSG.prefer.IPFV   the-gathering   with-friend-her   the- new          
She prefers to meet up with her new girl-friend 
 
 على االجتماع بشلتھا القدیمة
‘ala    l -ijtimā‘i          bi- šillati-hā        l -qadīmati 
on   the-gathering   with-group-her      the-old 
over meeting with her old group 
 

 إذن أنت تفضل إیطالیا على إنجلترا (2.145)
’iðann  ’anta   tufaḍḍilu                  ’īṭālyā  ‘alā ’ingiltrā 
 so          you   2MSG.prefer.IPFV    Italy     on   England 
So you prefer Italy over England 
 

 والصدیق ال یخفي سرا عن صدیقھ  (2.146)
wa-ṣ-ṣadīqu lā yuxfī sirran ‘an ṣadīqi-hi  
and-the-friend not 3MSG.hide.IPFV secret from friend-his  
And a friend does not keep a secret for his friend 
 
فسھویؤثره على ن  

wa-          yu’θiru         -hu   ‘alā  nafsi-hi 
and-3MSG.favor.IPFV-him  on    self-his 
and favors him over himself 
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Figure 2.15 diagrams the preference sense.  Note that the TR and the LM are in the default 

higher than configuration we saw in the proto-scene.  However, contact is not significant here; 

instead, what is significant is the raised status of the TR indicated by the arrow pointing 

upward.17  

 

 

 

2.2.2.2.3 The responsibility sense.   

The third abstract sense under the elevation cluster is the responsibility sense.  This sense 

also has a representation that is consistent with that of the proto-scene, with the TR and LM 

being in the default higher than configuration.  But more specifically, the scene that possibly 

gives rise to this sense relates to the LM bearing the weight of the TR.   

A salient consequence of a support relation pertains to the impact of gravity on the 

entities involved, and hence their having weight.  When two entities are stacked in a vertical 

                                                
17 This sense has stimulated discussion concerning how much of the meaning of ‘preference’ is contributed 
by the preposition and how much is contributed by the verb (such as فّضل faḍḍala ‘prefer’).  This issue is 
addressed in the concluding chapter. 
	

Figure 2.15 The preference sense 
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relation, the lower entity bears the weight of the top entity.  Scenes such as the following 

motivate the meaning of responsibility:  

 

 وأنا كمن یحمل على ظھره كیس بالن (2.147)
wa-’anā      ka-man    yaḥmilu                  ‘alā   Oahri-hi    kīsa   ballānin 
and-  I       like-who   3MSG.carry.IPFV   on     back-his   bag    thorny burnet 
And I am like someone carrying on his back a bag of thorny burnet 
 

 والحمل ثقیل علیھا  (2.148)
wa-l-ḥimlu            θaqīlun   ‘alay-ha  
and-the-burden      heavy       on-her   
And the burden is heavy on her 

 
 وكأنھا تحمل جبال وأقاربھا جمیعا
wa-ka-’anna-ha            taḥmilu             jabalan     wa -’aqāriba -hā      jamī‘an 
and-like-that-her   3FSG.carry.IPFV   mountain    and-relative.PL-her      all 
as if she were carrying a mountain and all of her relatives 

 

In (2.147), the speaker describes an emotional burden that feels as if carrying a sack of thorny 

plants; in (2.148), the female character is bearing the responsibility of her family which feels like 

a heavy burden.  Metaphorically, weights that bear their heaviness on us are translated into 

emotional burdens or social obligations.  The force of gravity or the weight of the object is 

similar to the emotional or social pressures that weigh us down. 

 

 

 
Figure 2.16 The responsibility sense 
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Figure 2.16 represents the responsibility sense.  Note the vertical relation between the TR 

and the LM.  But more importantly, the TR’s shape as a weight unit denotes that the weight of 

the TR is pressing down on the LM.   

Just like actual weights form physical burdens on our bodies, so do responsibilities as 

non-physical weights.  For example, in (2.149) below, the speaker pronounces his obligation to 

be grateful expressed by the use of ‘alā: 

 

 علّى أن أشكر ھذه الفرصة الطیبة  (2.149)
‘ala -yya   ’an          ’aškura           haðihi    l -furṣata      ṭ -ṭayyibata  
on-me       that   1SG.thank.IPFV   this       the-chance   the-good 
I ought to thank you for this good opportunity, 
 
 فقد كنت أود أن أقابلك
fa-qad   kuntu              ’awaddu          ’an        ’uqābila      - ka 
so-had   was.1SG   1SG.want.IPFV   that    1SG.meet.IPFV-you 
for I have wanted to meet you 
 

It is worth noting that the responsibility sense serves as a deontic modal.  Probably, it has 

evolved from constructions consisting of the verb wajaba ‘must’ expressing a deontic meaning 

of necessity and the preposition ‘alā, as in the following example from the corpus: 

 

 یجب علیك أن تلبي كل ما أطلبھ فورا (2.150)
yajibu   ‘alay-ka   ’an           tulabbī               kulla      mā       ’aṭlubu -hu         fawran 
must      on-you    that   2SG.fulfill.IPFV  everything that  1SG.ask.IPFV-it   immediately 
You must do everything I ask you immediately 
 

Later, this collocation evolved into a shorter form where ‘alā exclusively came to designate the 

deontic modal meaning in the absence of the deontic verb that we saw in (2.149) above.  
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The responsibility sense is also evident in English uses of on.  Consider sentences like 

Drinks are on me for a physical sense of responsibility and This assignment is a burden on my 

back for a metaphorical one.   

2.2.2.2.4 The conditional sense.  

 In the conditional sense, the LM is grayed out to denote that it is not present yet; 

accordingly, the presence of the TR is contingent on the fulfillment of the LM (see Figure 2.17).  

Conditionality is one of the senses identified by traditional grammar accounts.  The meaning of 

conditionality can be explained and motivated by the human conceptualization of objects in a 

vertical support relation.  For two entities to be vertically stacked on top of each other, the top 

object must have a supporter to rest on.  The conditional sense is based on this conceptualization 

where a proposal is contingent on the fulfillment of a condition for it to exist.  This is not so 

different from saying I will go with you on the condition that you buy me lunch.   

 

 

  
Figure 2.17 The conditional sense 
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The following example uses ‘alā to express this conditional meaning: 

 

 فاتفقنا أیضا على اإلحتفال بھا معا في الجنفواز  (2.151)
f-attafaqnā       ’ayḍan ‘alā     l -’iḥtifāli           bi-hā     ma‘an    fī    l -junfwāzi 
so-agreed.1PL   also     on   the-celebration with-it     together   in  the-junfwaz 
So we also agreed to celebrate it together in the Junfwaz (name of a place)  
 
 على أن نكمل السھرة في بیت الخواجا
‘alā  ’an           nukmila                 s -sahrata    fī   bayti       l -xawājti 
 on    that   1PL.complete.IPFV   the-evening  in   house   the-western man 
on (the condition) that we continue in the western man’s house 
 

In the corpus, this sense was seen in two types of collocations: على أن ‘alā ’an ‘on that’ 

and على شرط أن ‘alā šarṭi ‘an ‘on the condition that’; however, the shorter form with the 

preposition and the complementizer was more frequent in the corpus compared to the longer 

form.  This suggests that the short form is entrenched as a distinct sense in the semantic network 

associated with ‘alā. 

2.2.2.3 The proximity cluster 

2.2.2.3.1 The spatial proximity sense.   

In the proto-scene I proposed for ‘alā, the TR and LM were in the canonical ‘higher-than’ 

relation with contact between the two and support as the functional element.  In the spatial 

proximity sense, the contact between the TR and LM is more salient.  Under this sense, contact is 

an enabler for experiencing the effect of the LM.  Consider the following sentence from the 

corpus which illustrates a scene that possibly gives rise to the spatial proximity sense: 
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ر وال یحترقون!الناس على شفا النا (2.152)  
an-nāsu       ‘alā     šafā        n-nāri     wa-la           yaḥtariqūna 
the-people     on     cliff       the-fire   and-not    3MPL.burn.IPFV 
People are on the edge of fire and the do not burn 
 

Here, being higher than and on the edge of a high place has the consequence of 

experiencing the influence of the lower surrounding.  In (2.152), the people standing on the cliff 

are supported by it, yet they can also feel the heat emitting from the fire below.   Hence, 

experiencing the influence of the of the heat only arises when being proximal to it.   

Similarly, being on the beach or sitting by a lakeside or a river bank is understood as 

corresponding to physically experiencing the surrounding as in possibly touching the water, 

being able to watch the fish and other creatures swimming in the water, or even playing by 

throwing rocks in the water; see, for example, sentence (2.153) from the corpus.  Proximity to 

the edge or surround of a LM will often translate into being able to interact with the LM in some 

sort. 

 

  أجلس ھناأرید أن أجلس إلى جوارك، كما  (2.153)
’uridu                   ’an      ’ajlisa             ’ilā    jiwāri-ka   kamā       ’ajlisu          hunā    
1SG.want.IPFV    that     1SG.sit.IPFV   to    near-you     as       1SG.sitIPFV    here 
I want to sit next to you, as I sit here 
 
 على حافة بركة ماء تسبح فیھا سمكات حمراء
‘alā   ḥāffati  birkati   mā’in           tasbaḥu            fī-ha   samakātun   ḥamrā’u 
on    edge     pond    water      2FSG.swim.IPFV    in-it       fish.PL         red 
on the edge of a pond where red fish swim 

 

Based on the understanding that contact allows for interaction, the spatial proximity sense is 

represented with a TR and LM that appear to be within proximal influence (See Figure 2.18).  



126 
 

The shadow surrounding the TR and the LM represents the influence the two entities have on 

each other. 

 

 

 

 Below are some of the examples that represent the spatial proximity sense in the corpus: 

 

 فلم ألمح سوى شاب أصبح على عدة أمتار مني (2.154)
fa-lam         ’almaḥ      siwa         šābban       ’aṣbaḥa         ‘alā ‘iddati  ’amtārin   minn-ī 
so-not 1SG.noticeJSV except  young man  became.3MSG  on     few   meter.PL  from-me 
All I could see was a young man who became few meters away from me 
 

 وحشدت ألمانیا على حدود یوغوسالفیا (2.155)
wa-ḥašadat              ‘almānyā   ‘alā     ḥudūdi       yuɣuslāfya 
and-gathered.3FSG  Germany    on    border.PL    Yugoslavia 
And Germany packed (forces) on the borders of Yugoslavia  
 

 لم أعد أتردد على القسطنطینیة (2.156)
lam   ’a‘ud                          ’ataraddadu      ‘ala   l-qusṭanṭīniyyati 
not   1SG.repeat.JSV      1SG.return.IPFV     on    Constantinople 
I am not as frequently visiting Constantinople 
 

 ودخلت على سعدیة دارھا (2.157)
wa-daxalat              ‘alā    sa‘diyyatin     dāra-hā 
and-entered.3FSG    on      Sa’diyyah    house-her 
And she entered on Sa’diyyah who was in her room 
 

Figure 2.18 The spatial proximity sense 
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While I argue that vertical orientations must have originally motivated uses of spatial 

proximity, the actual examples of spatial proximity as seen in examples (2.154)–(2.157) are not 

vertical in nature.  As I mentioned in other occasions, the fact that the scenario at hand presents a 

scene that is different from the proto-scene provides evidence for the independence of this sense 

in semantic memory.  To elaborate this point further, let us consider the following sentence 

designating spatial proximity: 

 

 كانت على الباب (2.158)
kānat           ‘ala      l -bābi 
was.3FSG     on    the-door 
She was at the door 
 

Clearly, the meaning presented in this example is no longer a meaning of support.  It is true that 

this use of ‘alā, though distinct from support, can be motivated by our perception of support and 

related consequences; however, being ‘alā-l-bāb (at the door) does not signify that the door is 

providing support for the designated person nor does it mean that the door is resisting the force 

of gravity on the person and protecting her from falling.  Moreover, it does not suggest that the 

person is in contiguity with the door as in leaning on it for instance.  

2.2.2.3.2 The temporal proximity sense.   

The temporal proximity sense is similar to the spatial proximity sense, except it 

designates temporal contact rather than spatial one.  The influences discussed under the spatial 

proximity sense above and the notion of contact allowing for interaction are still evident here.  

However, the designated meaning under the temporal proximity sense is that the TR and LM 

coincided temporally.  The representation in Figure 2.19 captures this meaning by diagraming 

the TR and LM with radiating shadow surrounding them as in the spatial proximity sense.  
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However, here, the two entities coincide in the presence of a timeline, indicating the temporal 

meaning.   

 

 

 

The meaning of coinciding with a surface attributed with ‘alā is extended to the domain 

of time.  As Talmy (e.g., 2000) argues, for humans, time and space are homologous.  Thus, in 

many instances in many languages, expression of the spatial domain is extended to the temporal 

domain.  The following examples from the corpus exemplify the temporal proximity sense:  

 

 أنت سید، حتى على عھد الرعي كنت سیًدا (2.159)
’anta          sayyidun    ḥatta    ‘alā   ‘ahdi    r-ra‘yi             kunta             sayyedan 
 you.MSG   master       even      on       era     shepherding    were.MSG    mater 
You are a master; even during the times you were a shepherd, you were a master 
 

 فعلى أیامھ كانت النساء ممنوعات من السفر (2.160)
fa-‘alā      ’ayyāmi-hi    kānati           n -nisā’u          mamnū‘ātin   mina    s -safari 
so-on      day.PL-his   was.3FSG   the-woman.PL       forbidden     from   the-travel 
So on his days, women were not allowed to travel 
 

Figure 2.19 The temporal proximity sense 
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In (2.159), the speaker is yielding the addressee a master, even during the days he used to work 

in shepherding; in (2.160), women were not allowed to travel in the old times where a person 

lived.  

2.3 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have presented a detailed analysis of the semantics of the Arabic 

preposition ‘alā.  I have utilized the guidelines of the Principled Polysemy Model posited by 

Tyler and Evans (2001, 2003) for describing both the central proto-scene and the extended 

meanings associated with ‘alā.  I have proposed that the range of meanings exhibited by ‘alā can 

be unified by cognitively-motivated explanations, and that recurring dimensions of human 

experience play an important role in meaning extension.  It was found that consequences 

pertaining to contact and support are crucially key to describing the seemingly variable 

meanings.  Moreover, relying on the role of the functional element, it was possible to describe 

‘alā more fully and precisely, distinguishing it from other particles with which it shares the 

semantics of elevation such as fawqa ‘above/over’. 
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CHAPTER 3 COGNITIVE LINGUISTICS ANALYSIS OF THE SEMANTICS OF FĪ 

The Arabic preposition fī canonically corresponds to the English preposition of 

containment in.  While English in has been extensively analyzed (for example, Dirven, 1993; 

Evans, 2010, 2015; Evans & Tyler, 2004a; Feist, 2000; Hawkins, 1988; Herskovits, 1986, 1988; 

Lindstromberg, 1998; Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech, & Svartvik, 1985; Tyler & Evans, 2003; 

Wierzbicka, 1993), Arabic fī did not receive equal attention as a preposition of containment.  

Previous accounts looking at fī have analyzed it among other Arabic prepositions, mostly in 

pursuit of providing holistic, formalist grammatical description of its syntactic and semantic 

attributes, often shedding light on the multitude of meanings it takes.  What remains absent are 

studies focusing on its polysemy and the tight relation between the concept of containment and 

the systematic, multiple meaning extensions fī exhibits.  In this chapter, I consider the previous 

literature on fī, reviewing the range of meanings it has been assigned.  Following the review, I 

propose that the answer to the salad bowl of meanings that fī exhibits is to understand them as 

thematically related to its central meaning وعاء wi‘ā’ ‘container’.  Guided by the tenets of the 

Principled Polysemy Model (PPM) (Evans & Tyler, 2004a, 2004b; Tyler & Evans, 2001, 2003, 

2004a)–which views linguistic polysemy as a motivated, systematic process of meaning 

extension–this chapter provides methodological cognitive analysis of the meanings associated 

with fī, based on a sample corpus of 1800 concordance lines extracted from the Modern 

Literature corpus, a section of corpora under the ArabiCorpus.18 

In this chapter, I follow the same steps that I utilized in my analysis of ‘alā.  I will start 

by reviewing fī in previous literature followed by employing the PPM to (1) identify the primary 

                                                
18	A search performed on the ArabiCorpus interactive website yielded approximately 18,000 
concordance lines with the Arabic preposition fī.	



131 
 

sense for fī, (2) identify the array of extended senses that make up the semantic network, and (3) 

discuss the motivations that give rise to the meaning extensions based on human embodied 

experience and conceptualization.  Ultimately, my goal is to demonstrate the link between the 

primary sense and the remaining senses as connected to and motivated by the central meaning of 

containment associated with fī.  Also, while discussing guidelines such as the use of the 

preposition in composite form and relations to other spatial particles, I will shed light on the 

specific spatial relation designated by fī and distinguish it from those that might seem 

overlapping in meaning. 

3.1 Fī in Previous Literature 

Since the earliest Arabic grammar accounts, fī has been described as possessing the 

semantic component وعاء wi‘ā’ ‘container’ (Sībawayh, 1988, Volume 4, p. 226).  Thus, it is not 

debatable that fī canonically expresses a meaning related to containment.  However, the literature 

describing its semantics has been lacking when it comes to the spectrum of meanings fī 

expresses.  Some accounts assigned fī as few as seven meanings (e.g., Qumayr, 1973) while 

others overanalyzed it and attributed it with as many as 20 meanings (Baalbaki & Baalbaki, 

2007).  In either case, the detailed polysemy of fī as portrayed in previous grammar has not been 

analyzed using systematic methodology nor explained by any motivation.  Examination of 

previous grammar accounts will illustrate these areas of controversy.  I review here the same 

sources that I reviewed under my discussion of the Arabic preposition ‘alā to present my reader 

with a comparable account.  To start with, one of the classical Arabic dictionaries (Qumayr, 

1973) assigns fī seven distinct meanings, three of which describe fī in terms of synonymy with 

other prepositions.  The seven meanings do not go beyond being mere listings with no 
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elaboration except for one example sentence for each meaning.  Below are the seven meanings as 

they appear in Qumayr’s dictionary.  The transcriptions, translations, and glosses are my own.  

Meaning I: الظرفیة للمكان والزمان aO-Oarfiyya li-l-makān wa z-zamān ‘locative and temporal 

circumstantiality.’  This is the first meaning that Qumayr (1973) lists for fī.  Interestingly, 

classical grammars and dictionaries have always followed the tradition of starting their 

cataloging of meanings with the canonical meaning for the preposition without making any 

statement about its centrality to the other meanings.  While containment is the primary meaning 

associated with fī in many of the classical accounts (for example, Sībawayh,1988), it is not clear 

why Qumayr (1973) chose not to use it to label fī’s first meaning.19  Below are the two examples 

that Qumayr lists under this meaning (transcriptions, glosses, and translations are mine): 

 

 زید في الدار (3.1)
zaydun  fi   d-dāri 
Zayd     in  the-house 
Zayd is home. 
 

 سأثري في بضع سنین (3.2)
sa-                   ’uθrī                fī   biḍ‘i   sinīna 
will-1SG.become rich.IPFV  in   few     year.PL 
I will be rich in few years. 

 

Interestingly, Qumayr–following a long tradition that goes back to classical treaties–implicitly 

equates the spatial and temporal senses associated with fī by grouping them under one category 

but no explanation is provided for this classification.  We have discussed previously how 

dictionaries and grammar accounts tend to list the primary meaning first.  Accordingly, this 

                                                
19 Some accounts, on the other hand, seem to equate وعاء wi‘ā’ ‘container’ with locative.  For 
example, Zajjājī (1984) included both labels in his first listing of meanings for fī.	
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suggests that Qumayr and similar treatments of fī view the temporal sense to be part of the 

primary sense.  

Meaning II: التعلیل at-ta‘līl ‘justification/causation.’  This is the second sense Qumayr 

(1973) associated with fī.  This sense has a very specific and distinct meaning; it is used to 

denote a sense of punishment for what might otherwise seem a trivial reason, such as the case of 

a person being executed for stealing or losing a cow (female camel) as in the following sole 

example that Qumayr lists.  

 

 قتل كلیب في ناقة (3.3)
qutila                         kulaybun  fī   nāqatin  
killed.PASS.3MSG   Kulayb    in   cow 
Kulayb was killed for (stealing/losing) a cow. 

 

However, this sense is rarely used in MSA.  Often, in this type of use, the delineated meaning is 

that the misconduct received a harsh punishment despite it being trivial. 

Meaning III: المصاحبة al-musāḥaba ‘accompaniment’ (meaning ‘with’).  The third 

meaning, as Qumayr (1973) describes it, is a meaning of being together with.  I argue that it is, in 

fact, a meaning of being surrounded with, which is an extension of the meaning of containment 

as I will illustrate in my discussion of meaning extensions later in this chapter.  Qumayr uses the 

following example to demonstrate this meaning: 

 

 خرج األمیر في موكب حافل (3.4)
xaraja              l-’amīru     fī   mawkibin   ḥāfilin 
exited.3MSG  the-prince  in  procession  festive  
The prince went out in a festive procession 
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Meaning IV: االستعالء al-isti‘lā’ ‘superposition’ (meaning ‘on’).  The fourth meaning in 

this dictionary source is described as synonymous with the support preposition ‘alā, as in the 

following single example by Qumayr (1973):  

 

 صلبھم في جذوع النخل (3.5)
ṣalaba                -hum    fī   juðū‘i      n-naxli 
crucified.3MSG-them   in  trunk.PL  the-palm tree.PL 
He crucified them on the trunks of palm trees 

 

Describing one preposition in terms of another is a common yet problematic approach often used 

in traditional sources and grammars.  Identifying one preposition in terms of another is seen with 

almost every existing preposition in Arabic.  This approach is problematic because it is almost 

always unexplained why the chosen preposition replaced another.  In addition to its reliance on 

circularity, another issue with this approach pertains to assuming the synonymy of many 

particles and prepositions, which fails to identify their unique semantic designations. 

Meaning V: المقایسة al-muqāyasa ‘comparison.’ 

 

 ما علمنا في بحره إال قطرة (3.6)
mā    ‘alimnā       fī   baḥri-hi     ’illa      qaṭratan  
NEG  knew.1PL  in   sea  -his   except      drop 
We only know a drop in his sea of knowledge 
 

Meaning VI: Meaning إلى ’ilā ‘to.’  This is another instance where this source describes fī 

as meaning another preposition.  According to Qumayr (1973), the use of fī in this sense is 

synonymous with the preposition إلى ’ilā (generally corresponding to the English preposition to 

in denoting a goal/target meaning).  Qumayr lists the following example under this sense: 
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 رد كیده في نحره (3.7)
radda                  kayda-hu     fī  naḥri-hi 
retruned.3MSG  trickery-his  in  neck-his 
He requited his trickery to him 

 

Meaning VII: الضرب في الحساب aḍ-ḍarb fi l-ḥisāb ‘multiplication in math.’  In this type of 

use, fī is used to denote the mathematical operation of multiplying a number by another; this 

corresponds to the use of by in the mathematical expression four by five, as in the following 

example: 

 

 أربعة في خمسة عشرون (3.8)
’arba‘atun   fī    xamsatin  ‘išrūn 
four             in       five        twenty 
Four times five is twenty 
 

This sense is also very specific.  In fact, most of the senses in this account of fī are very 

specific as in the punishment sense, the comparison sense, and the use to denote multiplication.  

On the other hand, the primary sense is very broad as we saw in the first meaning where spatial 

and temporal location are equated.  Even more problematic, the link between the primary 

meaning and the other distinct meanings is not explained, which might suggest assuming no 

connection between these senses and the primary meaning. 

Older Arabic dictionaries such as the above do not differ much from more recent 

dictionaries in that they are limited to the simple listing of definitions coupled with example 

sentences as we saw earlier.  This tradition is also followed in bilingual dictionaries.  For 

instance, Zuhayri (2008) lists 16 glosses for fī while Baalbaki and Baalbaki (2007) give it 20 

glosses. 
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Classical accounts and dictionaries (both classical and modern) have not attempted to 

explain the prepositions beyond drawing on samples of use.  In contrast, relatively modern 

grammar theorists have attempted to delve into explaining the semantics of the prepositions with 

some detail.  This is especially apparent with western accounts of Arabic grammar.  Driven by 

evolution in the field of linguistics in general, these accounts investigated the applicability of 

new linguistic theory to Arabic.  Amongst modern grammar accounts, Lentzner’s dissertation 

(1977) is a very prominent work in that it breaks away from the traditions followed by Arabic 

grammarians for centuries.  Basing her work on a single MSA source, Lentzner analyzed the 

complete set of Arabic prepositions utilizing the linguistic framework of generative semantics.  

In her dissertation, she discussed the morphological and syntactic categorizing criteria for 

prepositions in Arabic (e.g., number of letters in a stem, structural combinatory rules, etc.), and 

she highlighted both the spatiotemporal uses of the prepositions as well as what she termed 

abstract uses, i.e., uses beyond the physical spatial or temporal meanings.  

In her description of fi, Lentzner (1977) notes the classical distinction of two types of use 

for fi, to refer to “actual time and place” (p. 51) as in (3.9) and “figurative time and place” (p. 52) 

as in (3.10) (Lentzner’s translations; transcriptions and glosses are mine):  

 

 زید في المسجد (3.9)
zaidun fi al-masjid 
Zayd   in the-mosque 
Zayd is in the mosque 

 

 السعادة في راحة البال (3.10)
as-sa‘ādatu     fī   rāḥati  l -bāli 
the-happiness  in  repose the-mind 
Happiness is in the repose of the soul 
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She describes fi as corresponding to either of the two English prepositions ‘in’ or ‘at’.  

According to her, Arabic fī can prompt for a meaning of being on the interior of a place as well 

as conveying a broader, non-specific locative meaning.  She contends that the object of the 

preposition is “a determining factor in the semantic interpretation assigned to fi” (p. 54).  For 

example, she notes that when fi combines with the object street which has no interior, a broader 

locative meaning is assumed; she uses the following example for this point: 

 

 یتجول في الشوارع (3.11)
yatajawwalu            fi   š-šawāri‘i 
3MSG.roam.IPFV  in  the-street.PL 
He walks about in the streets 
 

She continues that phrases such as in the hospital, in the ministry, and in the house–although 

“enclosures of various sorts,…it is not clear in Arabic (or in English) whether the sense of fī in 

these sentences means ‘inside of’ or ‘located in the environment of’ (e.g., in the parking lot, at 

the front door, in the backyard, etc.)” (p. 55).  She mentions that while the hospital has the 

semantic meaning interior, “the surface structure is ambiguous” (p. 56).  Lentzner contends that 

“it may be more accurate to state that the existence of the element interior in the semantic 

structure of the noun-object of fī allows fī to be optionally specified as ‘locative interior” (p. 65).  

Hence, Lentzner’s approach suggests that the semantics of the noun following fī governs the 

interpretation that this preposition receives. 

Taking this approach, Lentzner (1977) assigns fī a very general semantic interpretation of 

a broad locative, to equally account for both possible meanings: being on the interior and being 

generally in a location.  In light of this argument, she proposes for fi “a basic semantic 

component which will be broad enough to cover the sense of ‘nonspecific locative’ and which 
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may be further specified as ‘locative interior’ when the semantic structure of the predication as a 

whole demands it” (p. 55).  For that, she uses the term COINCIDE, explaining that fi gets 

“optionally specified” to mean locative interior when the semantics of its object has an INTERIOR 

meaning element (p. 56), or as she puts it, when the object of the preposition “demands it” (p. 

55). 

Another meaning she observes for fī is when it corresponds to English ‘on’.  According to 

her, this sense is evident when the prepositional object of fī is an entity that is construed as a 

surface in a given context by the English speaker, but not the Arabic speaker.  Some of the 

examples she lists for this sense are (Lentzner’s translations; transcriptions and glosses are 

mine): 

 

 القمة في األفق (3.12)
al-qimmatu  fi   l-’ufiqi 
the-summit  in  the-horizon 
The peak appears on the horizon 

 

 وجد نفسھ في الطریق إلیھا (3.13)
wajada         nafsa-hu    fi   ṭ-ṭarīqi   ’ilay-hā 
found.3MSG self-him   in  the-road    to-her 
He found himself on the way to it 

 

 في جسدھا الكثیر من الجراح (3.14)
fī   jasadi-ha    l-kaθīru       mina    l-jirāḥi 
in  body-her  the-numerous   of     the-wound.PL 
Her body had many wounds on it. 

 

Regarding the temporal uses of fī, Lentzner (1977) notes that while “English …[speakers] 

use several prepositions to describe location in time (in 1963, on Tuesday, at 4:00), Arabic uses 
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only fī” (p. 59).  As such, she assigns temporal fi the meaning COINCIDE, and suggests that the 

punctual/durative nature of the objects combining with fi give rise to whether fi gets a punctual 

or durative meaning.  This broad temporal description echoes with her non-specific spatial 

description of fī labeled with the semantics COINCIDE.   

Also, in her discussion of temporal uses of fī, she addresses the meaning ‘per/for each’ as 

in the following example from her dissertation (Lentzner’s translation; transcriptions and glosses 

are mine):  

 

 ال یكلف أكثر من خمس لیرات في الیوم (3.15)
lā   yukallifu              ’akθara  min  xamsi  līrātin    fi  l-yawmi 
not 3MSG.cost.IPFV    more   of     five    lira.PL   in  the-day 
It doesn’t cost more than five liras a day 
 

Although Lentzner discusses this last usage under temporal meanings of fī, this sense is not 

limited to temporal uses.  It is seen in other non-temporal references, as in the following example 

from the corpus: 

 

 الحق أنھ بريء مائة في المائة (3.16)
al-ḥaqqu ’anna-hu  barī’un     mi‘atun    fi   l-mi’ati 
the-truth    that-he  innocent   hundred    in  the-hundred 
The truth is that he is innocent one hundred per cent. 

 

This use is a conventionalized use of fī where it has come to serve lexicalizing the percentile 

mathematical function in Arabic. 

In addition to the spatial and temporal meanings of fi, Lentzner (1977) classifies tokens 

that denote neither spatial nor temporal uses to be examples of figurative, abstract uses: 
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[W]here their use does not reflect openly the spatiotemporal construct, where their 

semantic structure is transformed or modified in some way so that a relation between 

physical reality and the abstract concept they represent is not directly evident (p. 114). 

 

Lentzner acknowledges that fi like other prepositions demonstrates instances of expressing non-

spatiotemporal relational meanings; however, she limits her discussion of these instances to 

interpreting what they might correspond to in English.  For example, she notes that in an 

example like the following, fi is used to mean about (Lentzner’s translation; transcriptions and 

glosses are mine): 

 

 بحث معھم في شؤون األمن (3.17)
baḥaθ-a               ma‘a-hum  fī     šu’ūn-i       l-’amni  
searched.3MSG  with-them  in     matter.PL the-security 
He discussed with them about affairs of security 

 

Lentzner’s (1977) work on the Arabic prepositions is one of the earliest to provide formal 

analysis of the Arabic prepositions and attempts to systematically describe the meaning of these 

polysemous linguistic items.  She rightly describes the polysemous nature of prepositions as 

owing to processes of human cognition: 

 

The plurality of senses encoded in prepositions …  illustrate that they are extremely 

powerful symbols of relational patterns of human reality….  It is possible that these 

relational patterns reflect fundamental properties of the processes of perception and 

cognition, and that ultimate semantic components underlie the apparent polysemy (p. 

108). 
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While her explanation appears to be consistent with CL motivations, she contends that the 

answer to the apparent polysemy of prepositions lies in an interaction between a very general 

meaning denoted by the prepositional relation and specifications provided by the lexical items 

involved in the relation.  Unfortunately, Lentzner does not ground her analysis in specific 

cognitive processes or embodiment involved in meaning variation in further detail. 

In sum, Lentzner’s (1977) account of fī is more elaborate in its treatment of the Arabic 

prepositions when compared to previous Arabic grammars who gave prepositions less 

consideration.  However, this account has its limitations.  First, Lentzner assigned most of the 

prepositions, including fī, the semantic component COINCIDE, in essence agreeing with accounts 

that describe these units as void of meaning.  After all, coinciding with a location is a very broad 

semantic definition that will be consistent with the semantics of all the prepositions, given their 

basic function: to locate entities in space.  Secondly, the issue with the meaning of coinciding 

with a place is further complicated when containment is seen as a contribution of the 

prepositional object rather than the spatial configuration represented by the preposition itself.  

Lentzner’s view that fī can equally mean English ‘on’ or ‘at’ is problematic, not because fī does 

not correspond to these two in particular translations but because of the rationale she posits to 

explain the variation.  As she puts it, the semantics of the noun following fī is a determining 

factor when it comes to fī’s ability to express the meaning INTERIOR; whether the noun has 

interior or not will correspond with fī’s meaning ‘on’ or ‘at’ respectively.  This suggests that fī 

malleably adapts to the semantics of the noun that follows it.  However, I will argue that the 

spatial configuration denoted by fī involves containment, and the determining factor in 

preposition-noun combinatory possibilities depends on whether the noun can be construed as 
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having an interior or not, but not on whether the noun has an interior or not.  Construal enables 

us to conceptualize streets as though they are bounded LMs. 

In a more recent publication–a grammar reference book–Ryding (2005) states that fī 

“may translate as ‘at’, ‘in’, or ‘on’ depending on the context” (p. 375).  She lists five meanings 

for fī: a spatial meaning, a temporal meaning, an abstract/figurative meaning, a meaning where it 

acts as a manner adverbial, and meaning ‘per’.  Below are some of the examples she lists under 

each of these meanings (Ryding’s translations; transcriptions and glosses are mine). 

 

Meaning I: Spatial meaning.  Under this category, Ryding (2005) lists examples of fī that 

correspond to the English translations in, at, and on: 

 

 جلسوا في مقھى على الرصیف (3.18)
jalasū      fī  maqhā  ‘ala   r-raṣīfi  
sat.MPL  in  café       on  the-sidewalk 
They sat in a café on the sidewalk 

 

 في مستشفى الملك خالد (3.19)
fī  mustašfa   l-malik  xālid 
in  hospital  the-king  khaled 
At the King Khalid Hospital 

 

 عشت في الطابق العلوي (3.20)
‘ištu            fi   ṭ -ṭābiqi    l -‘ulwiyyi 
lived.1SG  in  the-floor the-upper 
I lived on the top floor 
 

Meaning II: Temporal meaning.  Ryding (2005) divides this meaning category into punctual 

senses as in (3.21) & (3.22) and durative senses as in (3.23) & (3.24): 
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 في ھذه المناسبة (3.21)
fī  haðihi   l -munāsabati 
in   this    the-occasion 
On this occasion 

 

 في ختام الفصل الصیفي (3.22)
fī   xitāmi     l -faṣli            ṣ -ṣayfiyyi 
in  closure  the-season  the-summer 
At the close of the summer season 

 

 في حرب الخلیج (3.23)
fī  ḥarbi   l -xalīji  
in  war   the-gulf 
In (during) Gulf War 
 

 في غضون دقائق (3.24)
fī  ɣuḍūni   daqā’iq   
in   folds   minute.PL 
[With]in minutes 
 

Meaning III: Abstract/Figurative meaning.  Under this category, Ryding (2005) notes that the 

locative meaning of fī extends to nouns and noun phrases beyond the physical ones.  She 

provides several examples some of which are the following: 

 

 في مجال الزراعة (3.25)
fī   majāli    z -zirā‘ati   
in   area     the-agriculture 
In the field of agriculture. 

 

 في زیارة لفرنسا (3.26)
fī  ziyāratin  li-faransa  
in    visit      to-France 
On a visit to France. 
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Meaning IV: As a manner adverbial. 

 

 في شكل غریب (3.27)
fī   šaklin  ɣarībin   
in  shape  strange 
In a strange way 

 

Meaning V: Meaning ‘per’.   

 

 خمس مرات في الیوم (3.28)
xamsa  marrātin  fi   l -yawmi  
five       time.PL  in  the-day 
Five times a day/per day. 

 

A quick look at this grammar reference is sufficient to show that Ryding’s (2005) 

cataloging of fī (and the Arabic prepositions in general) is lacking in terms of the number of 

senses it discusses under a given preposition and in terms of the minimal explanations that 

accompany the different meaning groups.  Recent accounts like this one as well as older, more 

traditional treaties have remained rigid in their treatment of these linguistic units, failing to (1) 

address the full range of meanings a preposition expresses and (2) explain the systematicity of 

meaning extensions.   

In a most recent account of Arabic prepositions, Esseesy (2010) has addressed the issue 

of how meaning extensions arise, drawing on notions from CL and recognizing the systematicity 

in prepositional polysemy.  Concerned with the grammaticalization of Arabic prepositions, 

Esseesy tracked the diachronic change that the complete set of prepositions and particles 

underwent, highlighting their etymological origin and their progression from early classical 

periods to modern day Arabic. 
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Following the grammaticalization pattern of fī, Esseesy (2010) identified a range of 

meanings for this preposition, mainly in the form of meaning clusters.  The first cluster he 

described is the locative cluster, which concerns physical spatial relations where the two objects 

involved, the TR and LM, are physical objects and are spatially situated.  Under this cluster, he 

discusses the role of human conceptualization in the gradual change in the usage of fī from 

describing configurations of full containment to configurations where no sense of containment in 

its canonical sense is present.  For full inclusion, he uses the following example which illustrates 

a meaning of confinement and limitation of movement, a meaning that is immediately related to 

containment (Esseesy’s translations; glosses and transcriptions are mine): 

 

 اللص في الحبس (3.29)
al-liṣṣu      fi    l -ḥabsi  
the-thief    in  the-prison 
The thief is in prison 

 

Esseesy then explains that fī can be used to describe partial inclusion as in the following 

example; he notes that this is possible since–by metonymy–the stem of the flower is contained in 

the vase: 

 

في الفازة الوردة (3.30)  
al-wardatu  fi   l -fāzati 
the-flower   in  the-vase 
The flower is in the vase 

 

As for non-containment scenes, Esseesy uses the following example, noting that fī can be 

generalized to merely describe a TR’s orientation in relation to a LM, i.e., in the absence of any 

kind of containment: 
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 اإلسكندریة في شمال القاھرة (3.31)
al-’iskandariyyatu  fī  šamāli  l-qāhirati  
Alexandria             in   north    Cairo 
Alexandria is to the north of Cairo 
 

 

In his discussion of the spatial cluster of fī, Esseesy (2010) tackles three other senses that 

were never recognized in previous accounts, starting with the early Medieval treaties of Arabic 

and continuing until modern day accounts.  The first of these senses is the one denoting 

“existential state” (p. 171) (Esseesy’s translations and glosses; transcriptions are mine): 

 

 بل ھم في شك یلعبون (3.32)
bal      hum  fī   šakkin        yal‘abūn 
rather  they  in  doubt   3MPL.play.IPFV 
Rather, they are playing in doubt’ (Quran 44, 9) 

 

The second sense Esseesy discusses is the in-situ sense, which refers to meaning denotations 

where the TR is in the LM for a given duration of time. 

 

 ھو الذي یصوركم في األرحام  (3.33)
huwa      llaðī                yuṣawwiru   -kum          fi   l-’arḥāmi  
he      who.MSG  3MSG.form.IPFV-you.MPL  in  the-womb.PL 
He is the one who forms you in the womb (Quran 3, 6) 

 

The third sense is the Spatial arrangement as boundary.  In this sense, fī has progressed from 

describing spatial scenes where the LM is an actual object with boundaries such as a surrounding 

circle to a scenario where the intended meaning is that of the TR as a multiplex forming a shape.   
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 تجمھر الناس حولھ في حلقة كبیرة (3.34)
tajamhara             n-nāsu       ḥawla -hu    fī   ḥalaqatin  kabīratin 
gathered.3MSG  the-people  around-him  in    circle         big 
People gathered around him in a big circle 

 

Esseesy notes that the cognitive process allowing for this type of use is metaphoric in nature, but 

does not discuss the underlying metaphor that motivates it. 

 Beyond the spatial senses above, Esseesy (2010) also describes several uses for fī: 

Temporal, Emotional/Mental state, and Reflexive.  Discussing temporal uses, Esseesy notes that 

fī can be used in the temporal sense with a range of temporal units such as days, months, years, 

stages of life, etc.  He also notes that fī has evolved to include describing the beginning or onset 

of an event in addition to the primary temporal use of describing periods of time (p. 173).  For 

example, in (3.35), fī indicates that the arrival is taking place within the time period ‘beginning 

of September.  In (3.36), fī only marks the start of the struggle (Esseesy’s translations and 

glosses; transcriptions are mine): 

 

 قد یحضر إلى باریس في بدایة أیلول (3.35)
qad             yaḥḍuru        ’ilā   bārīs  fī    bidāyati     ’aylūl 
ASP  3MSG.come.IPFV  to    Paris   in  beginning  September 
He may come to Paris in the beginning of September 

 

 في بدایة األمر كانت تماضر تشعر باإلحراج (3.36)
fī  bidāyati       l –’amri      kānat          tumāḍiru       taš‘uru            bi-    l –’iḥrāji 
in  beginning  the-matter  was.3FSG   Tumadir   3FSG.feel.IPFV  with-the-embarrassed 
At the beginning, Tumadir felt embarrassed 

 

With regard to fī designating emotional/mental states, Esseesy (2010) explains that 

metaphoric extensions from the physical domain to the emotional/psychological domain allow fī 
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to refer to emotional or mental states as though they were bounded containers (Esseesy’s 

translations and glosses; transcriptions are mine).  

 

یموبات في قلق عظ (3.37)  
wa-        bāta                         fī  qalaqin ‘aOīmin 
and-spent overnight.3MSG  in   anxiety   great 
and he spent the night in extreme anxiety 
 

 فجأة قال في ھدوء وثقة ال بأس (3.38)
faj’atan    qāla             fī   hudū’in    wa- θiqatin        lā    ba’sa 
suddenly  said.3MSG  in  calmness  and-confidence  no  objection 
Suddenly he said calmly and in confidence, no objection 

 

In terms of fī’s reflexive sense, Esseesy (2010) explains that this sense occurs when fī 

collocates with the word نفس nafs ‘self’, as in an “internal dialogue” (p. 176).  Below is one of 

the examples he uses for this sense (Esseesy’s translations and glosses; transcriptions are mine): 

 

 تفكرت في نفسي أمر الجاریة (3.39)
tafakkartu                fī  nafs-ī     ’amra    l- jāriyati 
contemplated.1SG  in  self-my  matter  the-slave girl 
I contemplated the matter of the slave girl 
 

 أي حقد أحملھ في نفسي على نفسي (3.40)
’ayyu   ḥiqdin           ’aḥmilu   -hu     fī    nafs-ī    ‘alā   nafs-ī 
which  malice  1SG.carry.IPFV-it    in   self-my   on  self-my 
What malice do I bear in myself against myself 
 

In his description of this sense, Esseesy (2010) references Tyler and Evans’s (2003) 

description of the reflexive sense for the English preposition in.  However, the two seem to differ 

in some way.  In the Arabic reflexive sense with fī, the TR seems to occupy the speaker’s or 

someone’s self, the LM; hence, the LM in fī’s reflexive sense always involves the word self.  
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Also, the TR and LM are not the same entity; for instance, in (3.40), the TR is the malice that the 

speaker finds in himself, the LM.  In contrast, the English reflexive sense with in describes 

situations where TR and LM are the same entity and where the LM is covertly understood.  

Consider the following examples from Tyler and Evans: 

 

(3.41) The walls of the sandcastle fell in 

(3.42) The house caved in 

 

By far, Esseesy’s account (2010) presents the most illuminating analyses of fī’s meanings.  

Among many advantages, his analyses have the asset of being based in cognitive semantics (e.g., 

Jackendoff, 1983; Langacker, 1987; Taylor, 1995), using established cognitive processes such as 

metaphor (e.g., Gibbs, 1999; Heine, Claudi, & Hünnemeyer, 1991a, 1991b; Lakoff, 1987; Sweetser, 

1990), metonymy (e.g., Lakoff & Johnson, 1980) , and construal (e.g., Langacker, 1987) to follow 

the grammaticalization of the Arabic prepositions and explain the evolution of key clusters of 

meanings around each member in the prepositional class including fī.  Hence, the current 

analysis is in line with Esseesy’s, although taking a different scope where I focus on the semantic 

network of fī synchronically. 

Where the meanings of fī are concerned, Esseesy (2010) acknowledges that fī has come 

to possess “a large set of distinct but interrelated meanings” (p. 169).  Esseesy addresses some of 

the main meaning clusters associated with fī, which are consistent with my analysis.  However, 

with his study being mainly dedicated to the diachronic change of the preposition, he does not 

zoom in on the full network of meanings associated with fī.  He clearly states that his focus is on 

the clusters that are relevant to the grammaticalization of fī (p. 169).  Also, since his account is 
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one that focuses on grammaticalization, he considers a variety of sources for his analysis of the 

Arabic prepositions and fī.  These sources ranged from very classical texts to modern day 

varieties of Arabic.  In the following sections, I will take Esseesy’s work as a point of departure, 

proposing a more detailed analysis of the semantic network associated with fī and focusing on 

uses seen in MSA.   

3.2 Cognitive Linguistic Analysis of fī  

Following the tenets of the PPM, this section offers a CL analysis of the meanings 

associated with fī.  I start with a discussion of fī’s central, primary sense.  Next, I discuss the 

range of senses I identified beyond the central meaning. 

3.2.1 The primary sense of fī  

3.2.1.1 Finding the primary sense   

As I discussed in an earlier chapter, the PPM utilizes five sources of information towards 

identifying the primary sense of preposition: (1) the etymology of the preposition or its earliest 

attested meaning, (2) predominance in the semantic network, (3) its use in composite forms, (4) 

its use in relation to other particles, and (5) its grammatical predictions.  In the following 

subsections, I will discuss how each of these guidelines contributes to a better understanding of 

the primary sense associated with fī.   

I argue that the primary sense of fī describes a spatial configuration of a TR located 

interior to and within the boundaries of a LM, and that the salient functional element in this 

configuration is containment.  These two central components of describing fī, the proto-scene 

with the functional element, will be discussed in detail later (see section 3.2.1.2.1 on the proto-

scene and section 3.2.1.2.2 on the functional element).  In the next section, I will discuss the first 
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of the four guidelines mentioned here; following that, I will progress through the rest of the 

guidelines, building my argument towards the primary sense I briefly noted here for fī.  

However, under my next discussion of the etymology of fī, I refer to containment as a meaning 

associated with fī, mainly in my rendering of how fī was primarily described in previous sources.  

This is not to be taken as a discrepancy in my description of the primary sense of this 

preposition.   

3.2.1.1.1 Origins of fī.  

I established earlier that the first guideline towards accurately describing the primary 

sense of a preposition is to trace it back to its earliest recorded meaning.  The current section 

discusses the etymology of fī in some detail, demonstrating how it relates to its present-day 

meaning and the primary sense I detail later.  

Generally, Arabic fī has always designated a central meaning of an entity being located 

interior to another since its earliest attested uses in the classical, religious text Quran and 

classical Arabic in general.  In addition, the function of containment has accompanied its 

definition since the earliest accounts attempted to describe its meaning.  Early Arabic 

grammarians (e.g., Zajjājī; 1984; Sībawayh, 1988) assigned fī the meaning ءوعا  wi‘ā’ ‘container’, 

recognizing containment to be a component related to this preposition.   

Tracing the etymology of fī back to older ancestors reveals that more than one hypothesis 

exists, all of which relate the present-day preposition to the meaning ‘container’ that early 

grammars used.  These hypotheses differed in their position with regard to the suggested route of 

evolution that this preposition followed.  For example, Lipinski (1997) suggests that Arabic fī is 

simply the devoiced variant (*pi> fī) (Lipinski’s transcriptions) of the Semitic preposition b-.  
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According to Lipinski, this is attested by the similar semantic range that bi- (in, at, on, and by) 

has in West Semitic and South Arabic languages (p.461).20   

Another strand of etymological sources traced fī to the human body part ‘mouth’ one way 

or another.  One hypothesis suggests that fī is the grammaticalized form of the lexical item fū 

‘mouth.  According to this theory, fī is suggested to have etymologically originated from the 

Arabic word فو fū ‘mouth’ (Esseesy, 2010).  Existing in classical Arabic and still extant in MSA 

(see Esseesy, 2010, for the detailed, formal grammaticalization account of fī), the word fū shows 

inflection for case-marking by the change in its long vowel to fā in the accusative case and fī in 

the genitive case, the latter of which bears identical phonological representation to the 

preposition.  Along the same line, Rubin (2005) hypothesizes that fī is very likely derived from 

the Proto-Semitic substantive *pV- meaning ‘mouth’.  Esseesy (2010) explains that a preposition 

evolving from a body part into a spatial particle is an often-observed progression, i.e., the human 

body (e.g., Heine, 1995, 1997; Heine, Claudi, and Hunnemeyer, 1991a, 1991b; Svoru, 1993) has 

been shown to be a cross-linguistically prolific donor domain from which particles evolve. 

Another hypothesis that relates fī to the body part ‘mouth’, but also the meaning of an 

entity located interior to another, suggests that the preposition is a reduced form of the older 

Semitic collocation bi-fī, a phrase that meant ‘in the mouth’ (Brockelmann, 1966, as cited in 

Esseesy, 2010).  This is a very likely grammaticalization route; it is a common path of evolution 

in Semitic languages whereby a collocation of an older, primary preposition followed by a noun 

is reduced to only the noun serving as a preposition on its own (Esseesy, 2010).  This theory 

seems to be favored as the most likely origin of the preposition fī by many linguists (e.g., 

Cantarino, 1975; Lentzner, 1977; A. Zeldes, personal communication, May 11, 2015). 

                                                
20	In MSA, bi- has the meaning of with, by, at, and sometimes in (especially in colloquial dialects).	
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Despite the different hypotheses, a containment-related meaning prevails in the history of 

this preposition, whether it is a devoiced alternative of the bi- ‘in, at’ or a fully grammaticalized 

form of the human body part fū ‘mouth’.  In either case, the meaning of a TR being located 

within the boundaries of a LM is central to the origin of fī having its roots in prepositions that 

also meant ‘in, at’.   

3.2.1.1.2 Predominance in the semantic network.   

According to the PPM, the second guideline for determining the primary sense of a 

preposition focuses on the TR-LM configurational relationship (depicted by the proto-scene) and 

the extent to which this relationship prevails in the rest of the meanings in the semantic network.  

To be able to implement this guideline, it is necessary to examine each of the extended senses 

and see how they trace back to the central meaning.  Under my discussion of the central sense, I 

argue that fī describes a primary scene representing a TR located within the boundaries of the 

LM and that the functional element in the spatial relation described by fī is containment.  In light 

of my analysis of the extended meanings presented later in this chapter, fī was found to delineate 

eleven distinct senses besides the primary sense.  Out of these eleven senses, eight are based on 

either a scene where a TR is located in a bounded LM (which are the in-situ sense, the activity 

sense, the state sense, the medium sense, the temporal sense, and the sense of perceptual 

accessibility) or a scene where the TR ends up within the boundaries of the LM (which are the 

container as target sense and the conceptual target sense).  This reflects the prominence of the 

primary sense in the network.  As for the specific relationship between the primary sense and the 

extended senses, namely how the proto-scene gives rise to these extended meanings, will be 

discussed in detail under the motivations for each sense.  
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3.2.1.1.3 Use in composite forms.  

As I discussed in Chapter 1, this guideline refers to the combinatory ability of the spatial 

particle to combine with other linguistic units such as verbs (as in phrasal verbs, e.g., bend over).  

According to Tyler and Evans (2003), a sense’s inability to join in a composite form provides 

evidence that it is not likely to be the central sense.  Examination of the composite forms that fī 

participated in, in the corpus, yielded two types of composite forms: verb-preposition forms (as 

in prepositional verbs) and preposition-noun/preposition-particle forms that mostly function as 

discourse markers.   

Some of the preposition-noun/preposition-particle forms that fī participated in were the 

following: 

 

.. أنا أكره ھذا المكان..الحقیقة في (3.43)  
fī     l- ḥaqīqati  ’anā       ’akrahu           hāða            l- makān  
in   the- reality      I     1SG.hate.IPFV   this.MSG    the-place 
The truth is, I hate this place  

 

، لم أكن أملك القوة الواقع في (3.44)  
fī     l-wāqi‘i   lam      ’akun               ’amliku               l- quwwata  
in  the-reality  not  1SG.be.JSV  1SG.possess.IPFV   the-strength  
In reality, I did not possess the power 
 
ھوال الرغبة في مقاومت  

wa-la       r-raɣbata   fī  muqāwamati-hi 
and-not   the-desire   in    resisting  -him 
nor the desire to resist him 

 
على كل ما تحتاجھ المقابل فيتحصل  كانت (3.45)  

kānat                    taḥṣulu           fi   l-muqābili ‘alā  kulli    mā            taḥtāju     -hu  
was.3FSG   3FSG.obtain.IPFV  in  the-return    on  every  what  3FSG.need.IPFV-it  
She used to get, in return, everything that she needed 
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Generally, the above fī collocations remain true to their compositional meaning.  To explain, the 

LMs الحقیقة al-ḥaqīqa ‘reality’ and المقابل al-muqābil ‘return’ are abstract concepts, and hence 

expressions such as those meaning ‘in reality’ and ‘in return’ are considered metaphorical 

extensions of the primary sense.  In this regard, the meaning denoted by fī in the above phrases is 

relatively transparent and is consistent with the central meaning of containment it describes.  

As for verb-preposition composite forms, a close look at their combinations showed that 

fī participated in forms whose meanings designated a physical target.  For example, some of the 

composite forms found in the corpus were: 

 

 حدق في ... (3.46)
ḥaddaqa          fī  
gazed.3MSG  in 
He gazed at … 

 

 بصق في... (3.47)
baṣaqa        fī  
spit.3MSG  in 
He spit on … 

 

These forms were used in corpus examples such as: 

 

 ظل عبده مستلقیا صامتا یحدق في السقف (3.48)
Oalla                    ‘abdu    mustalqiyan  ṣāmitan   yuḥddiqu                fi    s-saqfi  
remained.3MSG  Abdu   lying down    silent       3MSG.stare.IPFV  in   the-ceiling 
Abdu remained lying down, staring at the ceiling 
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 شعر برغبة جامحة في أن یصیح في وجھي،  (3.49)
ša‘ara             bi- raɣbatin   jāmiḥatin  fī  ’an            yaṣīḥa          fī   wajh -ī  
felt.3MSG    with-desire          wild      in  that  3MSG.yell.IPFV  in  face-my  
He felt an urging desire to yell at my face, 

 
 أن یبصق في وجھي
’an            yabṣuqa         fī    wajh -ī 
that  3MSG.spit.IPFV    in   face-my 
to spit in my face. 
 

Another category of verbs that fī collocated with included examples where the verb and 

preposition delineated involvement with a conceptual target.  In these composite forms, the 

meaning of the collective form meant ‘studied’ or ‘discussed’, as in the following collocations: 

 

  نظر في ... (3.50)
naOara              fī  
looked.3MSG  in 
Studied/considered … 
 

 بحث في ... (3.51)
baḥaθa                fī  
searched.3MSG  in 
Discussed/studied … 

 

Some of the corpus examples that these forms appeared in were: 

 

  دعوة كل القرى إلى إرسال وفود الجتماع (3.52)
da‘watu  kulli     l- qurā        ’ilā   ’irsāli       wufūdin          li- jtimā‘in 
inviting    all    the-town.PL  to   sending  delegation.PL  for-meeting 
Inviting all the towns to send delegations to a meeting, 
 
 یعقد في المستقبل للنظر في المسألة
yu‘qadu                   fi    l-mustaqbali    li-  n-  naOari   fi  l-mas’alah 
3MSG.hold.SBJV  in   the-future       for-the-looking  in  the-matter 
to be held in the future to look into the matter 
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 إن ھناك فارقا كبیرا بین "المسرح السیاسي"  (3.53)
’inna   hunāka  fāriqan    kabīran  bayna    l- masraḥi   s- siyāsiyyi 
verily   there    difference   big     between  the-theatre  the-political  
Verily, there is a big difference between the political theatre 
 
 و "مسرح التسییس" ال مجال اآلن للبحث فیھ
wa  masrahi     t -tasyīsi         lā    majāla   al’āna   li- l- baḥθi      fī-hi 
and  theatre  the-politicizing  not   space      now    for-the-search  in-it 
and the politicizing theatre, but there is no time to delve into it now. 

 

The above collocations denoting physical targets (in (3.46) and (3.47)) and conceptual targets 

(in (3.50) and (3.51)) can all be related to conceptualizations that are relevant to containers as 

expected destination for many entities.  I argue, later in this chapter, under the container as target 

sense that physical and conceptual targets can be construed as containers, a conceptualization 

that is compatible with fī.  It is important to note here that the meanings contributed by fī in the 

latter two examples, (3.52) and (3.53) are less transparent than those in (3.48) and (3.49), but 

nuances of meanings that can be traced to fī are still present.  

Some of the other composite forms found in the corpus designated involvement or 

participation, such as: 

 

 شارك في ... (3.54)
šāraka                      fī   
participated.3MSG  in 
He participated in … 
 

 ساھم في ... (3.55)
sāhama                   fī   
contributed.3MSG  in 
He contributed to … 
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عد في ...سا (3.56)  
sā‘ada              fī   
helped.3MSG  in 
He helped in … 
 

In this category of verb-fī collocation, the object of fī (LM), often an action or activity, is 

construed as a container and the agent of the verb (TR) is construed as taking part in the activity.  

Some of the examples in which these collocations occurred were: 

 

 كانت على استعداد للمساھمة في نفقات البیت (3.57)
kānat         ‘ala  isti‘dādin    li-   l-   musāhamati   fī    nafaqāti       l- bayti    
was.3FSG   on   readiness   for-the-contribution   in   expens.PL  the-house 
She was ready to contribute in the house expenses 

 

 شاٌب شجاٌع شارك في عمل بطولي (3.58)
      šābun         šujā‘un        šāraka               fī    ‘amalin     buṭūliyin 
young man       brave    participated.3MSG  in    work.PL    heroic 
A brave young man who participated in a heroic acts 

 

Fī’s meaning of a TR and LM in a containing configuration is also apparent in verb-fī 

collocations that denoted the semantics of the TR being fully immersed in or preoccupied with 

an activity, as in the following collocations: 

 

 انھمك في ... (3.59)
inhamaka                                fī  
became preoccupied.3MSG  in 
He was engaged in … 
 

 انخرط في ... (3.60)
inxaraṭa                             fī  
became immersed.3MSG  in 
He was immersed in … 
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 اندمج في ... (3.61)

indamaja                           fī  
became absorbed.3MSG  in 
He was absorbed in … 
 

Below are some example sentences that demonstrate the meanings of these collocations. 

 

 انھمك في الكتابة (3.62)
      inhamaka                         fi   l-kitāba  
became preoccupied.3MSG  in  the-writing 
He became engaged in writing 
 

 انخرط في العمل (3.63)
       inxaraṭa                      fi  l-‘amal 
became immersed.3MSG  in  the-work 
He was immersed in work 
 

 اندمجت في الرقص (3.64)
      indamaja                     fi     r- raqṣi  
became engaged.3MSG   in   the-dance 
He was engaged in dancing 
 

Most of these collocations demonstrate that fī participated in composite forms that 

designated the relevant semantics of belonging to the inner part of a LM (construed as a 

container) (as in helping in or participating in), being contained in a LM (as in being immersed 

in or engaged in), or targeting a LM that is construed as a container (as in spitting in someone’s 

face or staring someone in the eye).  These meanings are present in the semantics of fī and are 

part of the make-up of its proto-scene, including the functional element.  Considering the 

collective evidence under this guideline, along with evidence from the other guidelines of the 

PPM, is consistent with the classically agreed upon semantics وعاء wi‘ā’ ‘container’.  Specific 

composite forms will be elaborated in more detail under my discussions of the extended senses. 
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Before moving to the next guideline in this section, one point warrants discussion.  

Relevant to the guideline of use in composite forms is the issue of how much meaning is 

contributed by the verb versus the preposition in a given composite unit.  I argue that although 

some composite forms are less transparent than others, i.e., the meaning contributed by fī might 

appear of less weight and prominence; nevertheless, there is a degree of semantic compatibility 

and hence a contribution that allows for the pairing between the two units, the verb and fī.   

To elaborate, as I discussed the composite forms in this section, I have shown a range of 

verb-preposition collocations.  In some cases, the meaning of the preposition was relatively more 

transparent (as in the composite form بصق في baṣaqa fī ‘spit into something’); in other cases, the 

form has been more grammaticalized, and the meaning contribution by the preposition became 

bleached (as in the composite form نظر في naOara fī meaning ‘examined’).  In the latter example, 

the meaning contributed by fī appears less transparent and might suggest less meaning 

contribution from fī.  O’Dowd (1988), discussed ten diagnostic tests to determine the status of 

the verb-preposition/particle collocation in English and hence the tightness of its semantics.  For 

way of illustration, one of these tests is verb-substitution, by which the verb-preposition is 

replaced by one verb.  For example, the collocation نظر في naOara fī meaning ‘examined’ may be 

substituted for by the verb درس darasa ‘studied’.  According to O’Dowd, a verb-

preposition/particle construction being substitutable with one verb attests to the inseparable 

semantics of the composite form, that it becomes difficult to identify the meaning contributed by 

each unit.  Referring to the prepositional verb naOara fī ‘looked into/examined’, Esseesy (2010) 

explains that: 
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One cannot with certainty judge which of the two elements, yanOuru ‘to look’ (my 

transcriptions) or fī, is primarily responsible for the coding of the ‘studying, reviewing’ 

sense in this combination. However, that fī in these new functions establishes a 

collocation with another word class (i.e., verbs) in and of itself marks a functional 

expansion and perhaps widening of its semantic polysemy network. (my emphasis) (p. 

180) 

 

The view that these collocations represent expansions of the semantic network of fī is consistent 

with the CL approach that meaning extension is motivated and systematic.  The sense lexicalized 

in naOara fī is motivated by salient consequences of containment (I discuss these in detail under 

the conceptual target sense).  One of the consequences of containment is that it gives rise to an 

experiential correlation between looking inside a container and discovering or learning.  This 

correlation is evident in conceptual metaphors like KNOWING/UNDERSTANDING IS SEEING (C. 

Johnson, 1997) and its corollary CONSIDERING IS LOOKING AT (Grady, 1997).21  This, in turn, 

gives rise to and motivates the meaning of studying or examining in the form of the 

lexicalization looking into a container.  The scenario that gave rise to this meaning is related to 

the primary meaning of fī and extends from it, despite the inseparability of the semantics of the 

verb and preposition.  The KNOWING IS SEEING metaphor and many others such as CONSTITUENTS 

ARE CONTENTS, SETS ARE BOUNDED SPATIAL REGIONS, CIRCUMSTANCES ARE SURROUNDINGS, 

CIRCUMSTANCES ARE FLUIDS, and DEDUCIBLE INFORMATION IS CONTENTS, to name a few, are all 

examples of universal conceptual metaphors that are motivated by consequences inherent in the 

spatial configuration of containment.  Different consequences will give rise to different 

                                                
21	I believe that in the case of Arabic, it would be CONSIDERING IS LOOKING INTO.  
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correlations, metaphors, or metonymies that translate into extended senses that fī can describe.  

To put it differently, the extended senses that fī represents, which are sometimes part of a verb-

preposition collocation, are but manifestations and extensions of the central physical/spatial 

meaning of a TR being located interior to a LM and the function of containment.   

3.2.1.1.4 Relations to other spatial particles.   

The third guideline for determining the proto-scene posited by the PPM (Tyler & Evans, 

2001, 2003), is its ability to distinguish the proto-scene of one preposition from other 

prepositions in the language.  Thus, the primary sense of fī should allow us to distinguish it from 

other Arabic prepositions.   

The closest Arabic preposition to fī is bi- which is often glossed as ‘at, with, in, by; by 

means of’ (e.g., Baalbaki & Baalbaki, 2007; Ryding, 2005; Wehr, 1979).  Bi- is highly 

polysemous and exhibits an array of senses to the extent that it has been described as context-

dependent and hence difficult to characterize in isolation (Esseesy, 2010).   

One of the meanings that bi- denotes is suggested to be synonymous with fī.  This is not 

surprising considering that bi- has been theorized as possibly the earliest Proto-Semitic 

containment preposition that first introduced fī in the collocation meaning ‘in the mouth of’ 

(Brockelmann, 1966, as cited in Esseesy, 2010).  Given its history in addition to its ability to 

describe spatial scenes that appear inter-changeable with fī at times, bi- is considered the most 

likely spatial descriptor to be confused with fī (Esseesy, 2010).  For example, let us consider 

possible collocations that were found in the corpus, where both bi- and fī could collocate with the 

word بیت bayt ‘house’: 
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 لم یكن أحد بالبیت22 (3.65)
lam yakun ’aḥadun  bi-l-bayti     
not     be   someone in-the-house  
There was no one in the house  
 

 فال أجد أحداً في البیت (3.66)
fa-lā          ’ajidu           aḥadan   fi   l-bayti 
so-not 1SG.find.IPFV someone  in  the-house 
So I don’t find anyone in the house  
 

At first glance, it would appear that the two phrases bi-l-bayt and fi l-bayt in (3.65) and (3.66) are 

synonymous in designating the meaning ‘interior of the house’.  Thus, both prepositions can be 

translated as ‘in’.  However, despite this apparent overlap in meaning, fī and bi- differ in 

important ways.  In the above examples, the shared semantics between fī and bi- arise due to the 

spatial designations of broad location that bi- possesses since bi- designates a spatial relation 

where the TR and LM overlap or coincide spatially (Esseesy, 2010).  To explain, the preposition 

bi- in some of its earliest attested uses, such as those in the classical text of Quran, is used in 

contexts where the salient meaning is that of being within the vicinity of a place rather than 

scenes with an interior-versus-exterior focus.  For example, in Quran, bi- collocated with words 

such as وادي wādī ‘valley’ and بكة Bakkata ‘Mecca’ (initially also the name of a valley).  This 

meaning of broad location associated with bi- has also been asserted by several linguists.  For 

example, Lentzner (1977) assigned both bi- (and fī) the semantic component COINCIDE to 

describe this general locative property.23  Also, in a later publication that is intended as a 

                                                
22	It is important to note that in many colloquial dialects such as Levantine and Najdī, bi- is used to 
describe spatial scenes that designate a meaning of containment.  Hence, cases where bi- is used to 
describe the interior location of a TR in relation to the LM البیت al-bayt ‘the house’ could possibly be due 
to the influence of a colloquial dialect.  This is not to suggest that the current example necessarily denotes 
interior location (see my discussion of this example).	
23	But note that Lentzner argues that fī could be assigned the semantics COINCIDE INTERIOR when the LM 
possesses an interior.	
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grammar book, she describes bi- as meaning “contiguity in its broadest sense” (Ryding, 2005, p. 

367).24 

Now, let us return to the examples in (3.65) and (3.66).  Out of context, the two 

collocations seem interchangeable.  However, bi-’s spatial meaning of being in the proximity of 

a LM is distinct from fī’s meaning of the TR being interior to or within the boundaries of a LM, 

especially when considering fī’s functional element.  fī is the only Arabic preposition with the 

functional element of containment.  Considering the full context for the above collocations 

would assert this distinction between the two prepositions and highlight the differences in their 

semantics.  Consider the same collocations in context below: 

 

 لم یكن أحد بالبیت أثناء الغارة (3.67)
lam yakun ’aḥadun  bi-l-bayti    ’aθnā’a  l-ɣārah 
not     be   someone by-the-house during  the-air raid. 
There was no one at the house during the air raid 
 

 فال أجد أحداً في البیت ألعایده عدا الشّغالة (3.68)
fa-lā          ’ajidu           aḥadan   fi   l-bayti       li-’u‘āyidahu              ‘ada    š-šaɣɣālah 
so-not 1SG.find.IPFV someone  in  the-house  to-share Eid greetings  except  the-maid 
So I don’t find anyone in the house to share the Eid greetings with except the maid 

 

In the example with bi-, the designated meaning is the vague location of being in or 

around the house, i.e., in the whereabouts of the house.  This is explainable given that the 

utterance refers to an air raid which has a devastating effect that will surpass the interior of the 

house.  Consider another example in (3.69) below where bi- collocates with bayt.  Here, also, the 

designated meaning is not limited to the interior parts of the house: 

                                                
24	This meaning of a broad location or being in the vicinity of a place is different from the in-situ sense I 
discuss later in the chapter, especially in that the In-Situ meaning refers to being in a location for a default 
purpose (see my discussion of this sense under the extended senses of fī.)	
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 یتقدم كل ُمضار من الغارات بسرعة إلى البلدیة  (3.69)
             ytaqaddama            kullu  muḍarrin mina l-ɣārāti  bi-sur‘atin ‘ila l-baladiyyati  
3MSG.come forward.IPFV every  harmed  from the-raid   with-speed  to the-municipality 
Every person who was harmed by the air raids should reach to the municipality soon  
 
 الستالم أدوات بناء جدیدة من خشب وحدید وأسمنت
l-istilāmi      ’adawāti     binā’in     jadīdatin  mina  xašabin wa  ḥadīdin wa ’ismantin 
for-receiving  tool.PL  construction  new       from    wood   and  steel    and  concrete 
to receive new construction tools including wood, steel, and concrete 
 

ع ببیتھإلصالح الضرر الذى وق  
li-’iṣlāḥi      ḍ-ḍarari   allaðī    waqa‘a         bi-bayti-hi 
for-fixing   the-harm    which   fell.3MSG   by-the-house-his 
to fix the damage that happened to his house 

 

The delineated meaning–and hence the suitability of this collocation between bi- and bayt to 

describe this spatial scene–pertains to the damage that happened to the house because of the air 

raid.  In this case, the damage is not limited to the interior of the house.  In contrast, in the 

example with fī, in (3.68), the speaker cannot find someone in the house to interact with: to greet 

for Eid, a Muslim holiday.  Here, the meaning is simply spatial: unexpectedly, there was no one 

present in the house in a time of celebration and festivity.  According to this contrast, we can 

posit that when the intended meaning is being within the vicinity of the house or when the 

interior-exterior contrast is not the salient or in focus, bi- is acceptable.  But when being interior 

is more salient, fī is more suitable.  Consider the following example from the corpus in (3.70), 

and by way of contrast the semantically odd sentence in (3.71): 

 

  فأر في البیت (3.70)
fa’run fi l-bayt 
mouse in the-house 
A mouse in the house 
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(3.71) ?? فأر بالبیت   
fa’run bi-l-bayt 
mouse by the-house 
??A mouse by the house 

 

In (3.70), the use of fī to describe the scene of a mouse in the house is semantically 

accurate since the presence of a mouse interior to a house is an undesirable situation.  By 

contrast, in (3.71), the same expression using bi- is semantically anomalous since bi- expresses a 

broad location that does not make a salient distinction between the interior versus exterior 

aspects of a scene. 

3.2.1.1.5 Grammatical predictions.   

This guideline is based on the predictability of the extended senses, i.e., the traceability of 

the distinct senses back to the primary sense or to another sense that extends from the primary 

sense.  In order to tackle this guideline for all the recognized senses, I will discuss their 

derivability from the primary sense by providing examples of contexts and sentences that 

possibly have given rise to the particular sense. 

To this point, I have demonstrated how the five PPM guidelines can be implemented to 

establish the primary sense of fī.  Now, I turn to describing this primary sense in detail and 

capturing how it is depicted in MSA through examples from the corpus.  I start by describing 

what the primary sense means in terms of the proto-scene and the functional element.  Next, I 

discuss the significance of the functional element of containment in human embodied experience 

and early concept formation.  Then, I move to discussing the extended senses found in the corpus 

and how they are sanctioned by the primary sense. 
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3.2.1.2 Describing the primary sense   

Based on the previous discussion, it is demonstrable that fī describes a primary sense that 

denotes a TR located on the interior of the LM with the functional element of containment.  

Being on the interior of an entity is the general orientation of the two objects in the spatial 

relation, whereas containment is the salient, interactive function that is specific to fī.  As noted in 

Chapter 1, CL research concerned with the semantics of prepositions and spatial particles utilizes 

schematic representations called the proto-scene to capture the configuration of the two entities 

in the spatial relation in its most central scenario.  In the next section, I will turn to discussing the 

proto-scene that fī describes. 

3.2.1.2.1 The proto-scene.  

Fī has a proto-scene that describes a spatial configuration in which the TR is located 

interior to the LM where the LM is a bounded entity.  Following Lakoff’s (l987) and Tyler and 

Evan’s (2003) definition of a bounded entity, a bounded LM has three salient, structural 

elements: an interior, boundaries, and an exterior.  With this configuration between the TR and 

LM, the functional, interactive element is containment.  The vantage point is that of the off-stage 

conceptualizer.  According to Langacker (2002), an off-stage vantage point is the default way of 

construing a scene.  
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Figure 3.1 diagrams a schematic image of the proto-scene.  The diagram captures the 

spatial relationship designated by fī.  The small shaded sphere represents the TR and the bold 

solid lines represent the LM: the three sides represent the boundaries of the container.  The 

dotted line designates that the TR is contained in the LM; hence, the representation also captures 

the functional element of containment.  The section on the primary sense below will explain the 

proto-scene in more details using examples from the corpus. 

 

 

3.2.1.2.2 The functional element.   

It has been established earlier that fī in its prototypical sense designates the function of 

containment.  Containment is one of the most salient and ubiquitous concepts foundational for 

preverbal semantics, i.e., concept formation that exists before and becomes the basis for early 

meaning construction (See Mandler, 1992, for a review).   

The concept of containment is believed to be the earliest that infants develop, and image-

schemas organized around containment and containers have been shown to be already forming 

during the first year of the infant’s life (e.g., Baillargeon, 1993; Hespos and Baillargeon, 2001a, 

for example).  For example, Hespos and Baillargeon (2001b), found that infants as young as two 

and a half months know that containers must have openings for entities to go inside them and 

Figure 3.1 The proto-scene of fī  
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that a contained entity will move with the container it is in.  At five and a half months, infants 

know that containers are expected to have bottoms that support entities contained in them.  In a 

study by Kolstad (1991, as cited in Mandler, 1992) infants this age were surprised when 

bottomless containers appeared to hold objects inside them.  A little later, at six months, infants 

know that a wide object cannot fit inside a narrower container (Hespos & Baillargeon, 2001b).  

By seven and a half months, infants show that they know that a tall object is not completely 

occluded when lowered into a shorter container (Hespos & Baillargeon, 2001b).  Before they 

complete their first year, 11-month-olds understand purposeful versus non-purposeful actions 

that can be performed with containers (Woodward & Sommerville, 2000): they distinguish 

between someone opening a transparent box and reaching for a toy inside from opening a similar 

box and then reaching for a toy that is outside the box.   

The above developmental research and many more studies show that the concept of 

containment consists of several, concatenated image-schemas.  Mandler (1992) suggests that the 

earliest of these containment-related image-schemas is a distinction between open versus closed 

states and that further learning is built on this notion.  Some of the other early concepts of 

containment are distinguishing between moving into and out of containers. 

Containment scenes are highly recurrent in our everyday lives, forming ubiquitous 

episodes of our early embodied experience.  For example, some of the patterns that a child 

experiences repeatedly every day are being put in and taken out of a crib, being carried into and 

out of rooms and buildings, observing food being put in containers and taken out of them.  

Perhaps the most central embodied experience of containment that babies encounter is that of 

putting food into their mouths as they eat and drink.  Johnson (1987) underscores the role of such 

embodied experience in the early conceptualization of containment.  Also, Mandler (1992)–
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although critical of Johnson’s assumptions about bodily experience being the sole source of early 

containment conceptualization–agrees that infants are surrounded by countless exemplars of 

containers and containment scenes, all of which are perceptually analyzed into the containment 

image-schema:  

 

Indeed, I would expect it to be easier to analyze the sight of milk going into and out of a 

cup than milk going into or out of one's mouth. Nevertheless, however the analysis of 

containment gets started, one would expect the notion of food as something that is taken 

into the mouth to be an early conceptualization (Mandler, 1992, p. 597). 

 

With repeated experiential encounters of containment, salient consequences become 

linked to containers as well as entities that resemble containers in their function.  Hence, these 

scenes are continuously reanalyzed and mapped onto a containment schema.  The developmental 

research discussed above illustrates some of the studied consequences that get associated with 

the containment function, such as contained entities moving with their containers and containers 

supporting the contained entity.  Herskovits (1986, 1988) highlights the role of a functional 

element in her treatment of English in, noting that spatial geometry alone is not the basis on 

which we decide the meaning of a preposition.  As such, the range of meanings that in encodes 

are not necessarily all spatial configurations where the TR is completely contained by the LM.  

She illustrates this point using a figure of fruits in a bowl (see Figure 3.2 below, recreated based 

on Herskovits, 1986).  A speaker describing the spatial scene depicted in Figure 3.2 would 

felicitously use the utterance the pear in the bowl to refer to any of the pears whether referring to 

the lower fruits that are within the interior space of the bowl or the topmost fruit which is not 

surrounded by the sides of the bowl.  Although they differ in the degree to which they are 
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enclosed, all the fruits undergo many of the same consequences associated with containment.  A 

salient consequence, in this case, is that the location of the pears is contingent on the location of 

the bowl, and moving the bowl will consequently move the pears, too. 

 

Figure 3.2 The pear in the bowl, based on Herskovits (1986) 

 

The functional element is fundamental to our conceptualization of such scenes; hence, we 

can use a containment preposition such as fī to refer to scenes that might not appear to represent 

containers per se but have the same effects and consequences as those we see in scenes of 

absolute containment.  In addition to the notion of the contained entities moving with the 

container, one of the most important consequences of containment is that containers restrict the 

movement of the entities contained inside them.  Sinha and Jenson de López (2002) use a cup of 

coffee as an example.  Not only does the coffee move with the cup, but the cup protects the 

coffee from spilling by restricting its movement.  Examples of containment extend to our 

interaction bounded spaces of all sizes, such as rooms and buildings.  A person inside a room is 

protected from events happening outside the room, as in a shelter of some sort.  Being in a room 

or inside the house could represent as protection from outside atmospheres such as rain, wind, or 

heat, it also means being immersed in the specific atmosphere that prevails inside the living 

place.  Not only is the person surrounded by the walls of the enclosed space but she is also 
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surrounded by the environment of this space as in a room being very hot or very cool.  A person 

locked up in a dark room, will suffer the darkness and the physical and psychological effects of 

being inescapably in the dark.  A third consequence that arises from being in closed spaces is that 

it restricts our knowledge of the outside world.  It might be arguable that rooms, houses, and 

similar spaces have windows to the outside world, but a person in one room is oblivious to 

family conversations, interactions, and small events, happening in other quarters or spaces of the 

house.  Consider this experience from the perspective of an infant being carried out of one room 

and into another or observing a caregiver walk in and out of her room, to name a few examples. 

Bounded spaces have the quality (or sometimes the disadvantage) of blocking entities 

away from our senses.  Containers with opaque sides can prevent us from knowing what is inside 

them.  Another consequence of our embodied experience and interaction with enclosed spaces is 

that they are perceived as goals or the salient space where entities can be located for extended 

periods of time and where important activities happen.  We as humans identify certain locations 

as goals where we spend time for extended periods of time: We are often in the workplace or in 

the house for most of our day or night.  Our interaction with these places includes an association 

with the activities that take place in them; this, in turn, has the consequence of locations being 

associated with activities.   

The above consequences will be referred to again when I discuss the different senses that 

fī exhibits.  In the next sections, I will illustrate how the functional element of containment and 

its consequences are manifested in fī’s primary sense as well as meaning extension processes. 

3.2.1.3 The primary sense in the corpus   

The primary sense of fī is found in the corpus in a range of examples that describe a 

variety of spatial scenes, all of which share manifestations of the function of containment.  The 
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primary sense that fī describes is very similar to that of English in (as proposed by Tyler and 

Evans, 2003 and Lakoff, l987) in that it canonically depicts a relation where a TR is located 

within the boundaries of the LM which has an interior, boundaries, and an exterior.  The primary 

sense of fī being a container was recognized by early grammarians as early as the eighth century, 

giving it the label wi‘ā’ meaning ‘container’ (Esseesy, 2010).  Below are some examples that 

illustrate the primary meaning of containment associated with fī in the corpus: 

 
 سندویتشات في علب ورق بیضاء (3.72)

sandawitšātun  fī  ‘ulabi     waraqin   bayḍā’ 
sandwich.PL   in   box.PL  paper       white 
Sandwiches in white paper boxes 

 

 حاولت إخفاء الكیس في خزانة الفصل (3.73)
ḥāwalat     ’ixfā’a     l - kīsi     fī  xizānati    l -faṣli 
tried.3FSG  hiding  the-sack  in    safe       the-class  
She tried to hide the bag in the class’s safe 

 

 مفتاح الصندوق الوحید أصبح في جیبھ (3.74)
miftāḥu   l -ṣunḍūki   l-waḥīdu    ’aṣbaḥa              fī    jaybi -hi 
key        the-chest      the-sole      became.3MSG  in   pocket-his 
The only key of the chest became in his pocket 
 

The above examples demonstrate instances where the TR is completely enclosed inside the 

LM: (3.72) describes a sandwich (TR) packed in a paper box (LM), (3.73) a bag (TR) hidden in a 

safe (LM), and (3.74) a key (TR) kept in a pocket (LM).  All of these LMs represent closed 

spaces.  Some of the other examples in the corpus included typical container as LMs, such as a 

bowl, for example:  
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 وكان عرفة منھمكا في خلط بعض المواد (3.75)
wa   kāna            ‘arafatu   munhamikan  fī  xalṭi      ba‘ḍi    l-mawādi  
and  was.3MSG   Arafatu  preoccupied   in  mixing  some  the-ingredient.PL 
And Arafah was preoccupied with mixing some ingredients  
 
 وعجنھا في وعاء من الفخار كبیر
wa  ‘ajni-hā         fī  wi‘ā’in     mina   l -fuxxāri    kabīr 
and  kneading-it  in  container   of      the-clay      large 
and kneading them in a large clay bowl. 

 

 كانت عیناھا تتبعان یدي (3.76)
kanat           ‘aynā  -hā            tatba‘āni           yad-ī    
was.3FSG  eye.DU-her  3FDU.follow.IPFV  hand-my  
Her eyes were following my hand 
 
 وھي تمرغ حبة الفراولة في صحن السكر
wa   hiya        tumarriɣu       ḥabbata   l -farāwlati      fī  saḥni  s-sukkar 
and   it    3FSG.smear.IPFV  single    the-strawberry  in  dish   the-sugar 
as it dipped the strawberry fruit in the dish of sugar 
 

In (3.75), the ingredients (TR) are mixed in a big bowl (LM) made of clay; in (3.76), the 

strawberry (TR) is dipped in a dish (LM) full of sugar.  What these containers have in common is 

an interior, an exterior, and boundaries. 

Containers do not necessarily have to be closed spaces.  In many cases, what is 

significant for the definition of a containment scene is the functional element and the 

consequence(s) associated with being contained.  For example, Tyler and Evans (2003) explain 

that English in can be used with LMs that are not necessarily canonically bounded but can be 

construed as bounded.  These types of uses also apply to Arabic fī where it can be utilized to 

describe spatial configurations between TRs being contained within the boundaries of LMs such 

as field and desert.  Consider the following examples: 
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 كیف یكون السراب بدیال للینابیع الباردة في الصحراء؟! (3.77)
kayfa          yakūnu        s -sarābu     badīlan     li-   l-yanābī‘i       l-bāridati  fi  s-ṣaḥrā’i 
how   3MSG.be.IPFV  the-mirage  alternative  for  the spring.PL  the-cold   in  the-desert 
How can the mirage become an alternative for the cold springs in the desert?! 
 

ة سعید جاءتھ في الحقلزوج (3.78)  
zawjatu  sa‘īdin        jā’at     -hu     fi   l-ḥaqli 
wife       Saeed    came.3FSG-him  in  the field 
Saeed’s wife came to him in the field 

 

Tyler and Evans (2003) argue that stretches of land like a field can be conceptualized as having 

boundaries such as fences and gates (p. 184).  Some Non-canonically bounded LMs such as a 

desert can also be conceptualized as containers encompassing and surrounding a given TR, the 

same way a container surrounds an object contained in it.  In (3.77), the cold springs (TR) are 

contained within the boundaries of the desert (LM); in (3.78), the field is the bounded LM where 

Saeed’s wife visited him.  Although a desert has no defined boundaries as compared to those of a 

field, we still perceive an interior versus exterior conceptualization of a desert and hence another 

reason to construe it as a bounded LM.   

Similarly, locations that include geographical boundaries such as continents, countries, 

and cities can be construed as bounded LM and hence lexicalized in spatial relations using fī: 

 

 نتركك اآلن، فمراسلنا في أوروبا في االنتظار (3.79)
      natruku   -ka                  l’āna  fa-murāsilu-nā    fī  ’ūrūbbā   fī  l-intiOāri 
1PL.leave.IPFV-you.MSG  now  then-reporter-our  in   Europe  in  the-wait  
We leave you now, for our reporter in Europe is waiting 

 

 ال توجد عدالة في مصر وال في أي بلد في العالم (3.80)
lā              tūjadu        ‘adālatun  fī  miṣra  wa    lā    fī  ’ayyi  baladin  fi  l-‘ālami 
Not  3FSG.exist.IPFV   justice   in  Egypt  and  not  in   any   country  in  the-world 
There is no justice in Egypt nor in any country in the world 
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 خالتھا بدریة تقضي أیاماً معھا في الریاض (3.81)
        xālatu   -hā    badriyyatu             taqḍī          ’ayyāman  ma‘a-hā   fi  r-riyāḍi 
maternal aunt-her  Badriyyatu  3FSG.spend.IPFV    day.PL   with-her  in  Riyadh 
Her aunt, Badriyya, spends days with her in Riyadh 
 

Geometrically flat landscape LMs can be construed as containers or using containment 

prepositions.  In addition to being identifiable in terms of conventional boundaries–as in 

geographical borders for example–these LM are also perceived as having distinguishable 

environments that are internal to them and that set them apart from other locations.  Similarly, 

LMs that have no physical boundaries can be construed as containers when they provide 

surrounding environments.  For examples, unbounded entities such as open air and the sky are all 

LMs that are felicitously used with fī in the following corpus examples: 

 

 مسكینة ھي، تعتقد أن  (3.82)
miskīnatun   hiya          ta‘taqidu              ’anna   
poor              she   3FSG.believe.IPFV       that   
Poor thing, she thinks that 
 
 ال أخطر من طائرة محلقة في السماء
lā    ’axaṭara  min   ṭā’iratin  muḥalliqatin  fi   s-samā’ 
not   danger   from  airplane       flying        in  the-sky 
nothing is more dangerous than a plane flying in the sky. 
 

 وبدأت تقفز في الھواء قفزة أعلى من قفزة (3.83)
wa    bada’at                   taqfizu           fi   l -hawā’i  qafzatan ’a‘lā     min   qafzah 
and  started.3FSG  3FSG.jump.IPFV  in  the -air         jump    higher  from   jump 
And she started jumping in the air, a jump higher than another. 
 

The above collection of examples share salient consequences of containment.  However, 

spatially, they do not present new information that is not part of the proto-scene.  In the coming 

section, I will turn to identifying the extended senses associated with fī, explaining how they 
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represent different consequences that distinguish them as independent senses in the semantic 

network of fī.   

3.2.2 The extended senses of fī   

So far, I have illustrated using examples from the corpus how the functional element of 

containment plays a prominent role in explaining meanings exhibited by fī in its primary sense.  

Now, I will turn to discussing the semantic network comprised of the extended senses found in 

the corpus. Figure 3.3 represents fī’s semantic network, with the primary sense as the central 

point from which the extended senses branch.  The semantic network depicts some of the senses 

as extending directly from the primary sense while other senses form clusters that are connected 

by a thematic motivation related to the primary sense.   
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The motivations that underlie each of the meaning extensions can be explained by 

consequences linked to a TR being located interior to a bounded LM and the functional element 

of containment.  To start, one of the salient consequences of containment is that the location of the 

TR is contingent on that of the LM.  The dependency of a TR’s location on that of a LM motivates 

the location cluster of senses.  Part of this cluster, the medium sense arises when a LM is construed 

as a vehicle that carries the TR.  The other senses in the location cluster are also informed by the 

same thematic motivation: Containers are default locations to the extent that at any given time “the 

contained TR can be located with surety” (Tyler & Evans, 2003, p. 186).  Some of the bounded 

Figure 3.3 The semantic network for fī  



179 
 

LMs that we interact with on daily basis are rooms, buildings, and similar structures that we 

(human TRs) are contained within.  The surety of our location within the boundaries of these LMs 

gives rise to the in-situ sense where we conceptualize certain locations as the default LMs where 

we can be located on a regular basis.  Some of these LMs would be a person’s home or workplace.  

With these bounded LMs being associated with certain activities that are specific to them, the 

activity sense becomes entrenched as an extended meaning of this type of containment scenes.  

Being in a bounded LM also has the consequence of experiencing an internal versus external 

surrounding.  This surrounding consequence of containment is reflected in the state sense 

associated with fī, which often depicts states that are conceptualized as overwhelming or 

inescapable.  

Another cluster of meanings that is motivated by immediate consequences of containment 

is the segmentation cluster.  Containers and contained entities come in different shapes and sizes.  

Two salient consequences extend from this realization of containment.  The first consequence 

pertains to the shape of a container.  In many cases, an entity will take the shape of the container 

it is in, which gives rise to the shape as boundary sense and the manner sense.  The second 

consequence relates to the size of the TR in relation to the bounded LM.  A large TR, for instance, 

cannot fit inside a small container.  In some spatial scenarios, the TR is not necessarily larger than 

the bounded LM but is relatively large to the extent it is obstructed or creates obstruction.  This 

interactive consequence gives rise to the blockage sense. 

Some of the other consequences of containment pertain to conceptualizations of containers 

as natural destinations for many entities, which gives rise to the container as target sense and the 

conceptual target sense.   
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The above motivations will be discussed in elaboration as I identify and describe each of 

the extended senses.  Recall that there are two PPM guidelines that can be utilized to identify the 

distinct senses associated with a preposition.  First, the designated sense must represent additional 

information that is not present in the proto-scene or any of the other senses in the network.  The 

additional information might involve a different TR-LM configuration from that in the proto-

scene, or the extended sense might represent a meaning that is not spatial in nature.  Second, there 

must be clear examples where the new sense is understood in the absence of the inferencing context 

that initially gave rise to it.  In the coming sections, these guidelines will be discussed under my 

argumentation for the independence of each of the extended sense.  

3.2.2.1 The location cluster  

The location cluster of meanings is motivated by consequences that are pertinent to the 

proto-scene of fī and its meaning of a TR being located within the boundaries of a LM.  Each of 

the four senses discussed here (the in-situ sense, the activity sense, the state sense, and the 

medium sense) arises due to aspects immediately related to being within a bounded location, 

although none of these senses delineates spatial containment per se. 

3.2.2.1.1 The in-situ sense.   

Some of the significant containment experiences in our everyday life pertain to us being 

routinely in structures that resemble containers such as rooms and buildings.  Houses, for 

example, are obvious containers that we remain inside, sometimes for prolonged periods of time.  

We go to a workplace where we spend an extended period of time, and we return home after a 

day’s work to rest and remain there for a significant part of the day.   
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One of the meanings that Arabic speakers conceptualize for fī (and similarly English 

speakers for in) is associated with the use of containment to describe being in a certain location 

for an extended period of time and for a default purpose, such as being at the school where one 

studies, at the workplace, or in the house at the end of the day (at home).  Examples (3.84) 

and (3.85) show tokens of this meaning from the corpus: 

 

 األوالد في المدرسة (3.84)
al-’awlādu   fi    l-madrasati. 
the-boy.PL  in   the-school 
The boys are at school 

 

 والداي في العمل (3.85)
wālidāy-a          fi     l-‘amali 
parent.DU-my  in    the-work 
My parents are at work 
 

In (3.84), the boys (TR), are at the school (LM) that they regularly attend; similarly, in (3.85), the 

parents (TR) are in the location of their work (LM).  The surety with which we are located vis-à-

vis these LMs is lexicalized in the in-situ sense.  To illustrate this sense, Figure 3.4 diagrams this 

meaning with a TR (the shaded circle) inside a LM that has the silhouette of a house.   

 

 

Figure 3.4 The in-situ sense 
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Importantly, the use of fī to delineate the in-situ sense does not merely express meanings 

where the TR is located within the vicinity of the LM neither does it necessarily designate being 

on the interior of LM.  Instead, it lexicalizes the default expectation of the LM as the typical 

place where the TR is to be located and is likely to be involved in regular activity.25  One note is 

in order here.  For this reading of fī to be understood, the noun following fī should be in the 

definite form, i.e., preceded by the definite article الـ al- (the).26  In fact, the construction of the 

noun and the definite article contributes to this sense by signaling a specific reading of the noun 

as the default instance.  Consider the following possible sentence: 

 

 خرج أبي من العمل (3.86)
xaraja          ’ab -ī       mina    l -‘amal 
left.3MSG  father-my  from   the-work 
My father left work 

 

 أنا ذاھب إلى البیت (3.87)
’anā  ðāhibun  ’ila   l -bayt 
I         going       to   the-house 
I am going home 

  

                                                
25	In this regard, this meaning is distinct from that of bi- designating broad location in the sense that the 
in-situ sense of fī designates being purposefully located whereas bi- in its central meaning designates 
being in the vicinity of a location (see my discussion of bi- in Section 3.2.1.1.4).	
26	This is contrary to the English use of at to indicate a similar meaning as in at school and at work where 
the noun following at is indefinite.	Notice that English users will say I am in the office but not I am in the 
work or I am in the college.  The latter two utterances, while being grammatical, sound odd or non-native-
like.  It is argued that many such uses are conventionalized.	
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The LMs العمل al-‘amal ‘work’ in (3.86) and البیت al-bayt ‘home’ in (3.87) designate the generic 

meaning of these locations to mean the default exemplar.27  

Evidence asserting the status of the in-situ sense as an independent sense comes from this 

sense representing a salient consequence that extends from the primary sense.  While the primary 

sense of fī describes canonical containment scenes with the TR being located on the interior of 

the LM, the in-situ sense does not emphasize this meaning.  What fī designates in this case is a 

human TR being in a default location for a default purpose. 

3.2.2.1.2 The activity sense.   

The activity sense is another meaning associated with fī that arises from the experiential 

basis of being in a specific location.  We have seen in the previous sense how being in a certain 

location gives rise to the in-situ sense: TRs can be habitually present in relation to default LMs 

for extended periods of time that their location can be determined with surety.  The activity sense 

is based on the correlation that arises as a result of being in a certain location where locations 

become associated with activities.   

It is very common in human experience that being in a certain place means being able to 

perform a certain action or be a part of a certain activity.  For example, being in the house at the 

end of the day is often associated with rest and family time whereas being at the workplace is 

                                                
27	Not all instances of the construction noun + definite article designate this reading.  For example, 
compare the following two instances of الحصان al-ḥiṣānu meaning ‘Horses are beautiful animals’ versus 
‘The horse is beautiful’ 
 

جمیل حیوان الحصان جمیل الحصان                                                   
al-ḥiṣānu ḥayawanun jamīlun                            al-ḥiṣānu  jamīlun  
the-horse    animal     beautiful                        the-horse   beautiful 
Horses are beautiful animals                            The horse is beautiful  
 
In this regard, the Arabic definite article is polysemous and can designate various meanings.  This is a 
potential area for future research. 
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associated with completing work-related tasks.  Consider the following sentence from the corpus 

which suitably illustrates the correlation between places and activities and serves as a bridging 

context that gives rise to the activity sense.  Bridging contexts do not necessarily represent an 

example of an independent sense, but provide an example that motivates the meaning extension: 

 

 أصبح طبیبا مثلھ.. یعمل معھ في نفس العیادة (3.88)
’aṣbaḥa            ṭabīban  miθla-hu         ya‘malu          ma‘a-hu   fī  nafsi  l-‘iyādah 
became.3MSG  doctor   like-him   3MSG.work.IPFV with-him  in  same  the-clinic 
He became a doctor like him.. who works with him in the same clinic  

 

In this example, the ability to practice an activity such as a profession is linked to being in the 

specific location, i.e., the clinic (LM) is the place of practice or location where the doctor (TR) 

practices medicine.  Based on these recurrent experiences, we form strong associations between 

spatial locations and activities.   

Recurring examples of this strong association lead to meaning reanalysis, and a new 

meaning of activity becomes entrenched in the semantic memory as a distinct meaning (Tyler & 

Evans, 2003).28 The below corpus examples illustrate this specific manifestation of fī to denote 

the distinct sense of activity.   

 

 ھو عقید في الجیش (3.89)
huwa  ‘aqīdun   fi     l -jayši 
he        colonel  in   the-army 
He is a colonel in the army 

  

                                                
28	The same correlation motivates the metaphor AN ACTIVITY IS A CONTAINER, recognized by Lakoff and 
Johnson (1980, p. 69).	
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 أمي كانت على عالقة بضابط في البولیس  (3.90)
’umm-mī        kānat       ‘alā  ‘alāqatin    bi- ḍābiṭin     fi     l -būlīsi  
mother-my   was.3FSG   on     relation   with-officer   in   the-police  
My mother was in a relation with a police officer, 
 

لم تنھ عالقتھا بھو  
wa    lam           tunhi          ‘alāqata-ha     bi -hi 
and   not   3FSG.end.JSV     relation-her  with-him 
and she did not end her relation with him 

 

In (3.89), the colonel (TR) is in the line of work or activity associated with the military 

sector (LM).  Likewise, in (3.90), the officer (TR) works for the police (LM).  Both LMs, the 

army and the police are lines of work and are not simply locations where the TRs, the colonel 

and police officer are co-located.   

To represent the activity sense, Figure 3.5 diagrams a shaded sphere, the TR, located 

inside a factory silhouette, the LM.  However, this representation is not to suggest that the 

activity sense is spatial in nature.  The diagramed entities are intended to represent the highly-

conceptualized Activity Sense, as it is used in the examples discussed earlier.  The fact that this 

sense is not spatial in nature emphasizes its independent realization from that of the primary 

sense.  The new semantics denoting ‘line of work’ provide evidence asserting the distinctness of 

this sense and its independence in semantic memory. 
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3.2.2.1.3 The state sense.   

As we experience repeated instances of being in certain locations correlating with certain 

states, we begin to conceptualize the association between states and location.  For instance, an 

infant held in her parent’s arms will experience warmth and attention compared to possibly 

experiencing loneliness when left in a crib.  This experiential basis has been proposed by 

metaphor theorists to motivate the primary metaphor STATES ARE LOCATIONS (Grady, 1997; 

Lakoff & Johnson, 1999).  This primary metaphor, in turn, has been posited as a key motivation 

for using locational prepositions to refer to the non-spatial meaning of being in a certain state as 

in saying I am in love (e.g., Tyler & Evans, 2003).  Along these lines, Esseesy (2010) argues 

that–through metaphoric extensions–Arabic fī is used to designate emotional states as though 

they were bounded containers.  Similarly, Buckley (2004) suggests that the state meaning 

associated with fī is an abstract representation of containment, which is motivated by the 

metaphoric schema EMOTIONS ARE CONTAINERS. 

Figure 3.5 The activity sense 
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It is true that the metaphoric proposal might generally explain why many prepositions 

have the proclivity to express the extended meaning of states.  For example, both ‘alā and fī 

express a state sense.29  However, the metaphorical STATES ARE LOCATIONS proposal as it stands 

might misleadingly suggest that all prepositions that express states designate the same types of 

states or even designate random manifestations of states.  The metaphorical explanation alone 

does not recognize that different prepositions express different types of states, and it does not 

fully describe the particulars of these states when considering a wider range of prepositions.  As 

Evans (2009, 2010, 2015) proposed, close examinations of the state senses associated with more 

than one preposition will reveal distinctions between the different states expressed by different 

prepositions.  In other words, the fine-tuned distinctions of the state sense of a given preposition 

are specifically invoked by and extend from the spatial configuration depicted by the preposition 

and the recurring consequences of TRs and LMs being in that spatial configuration.  For 

example, Evans (2010) suggest that English in describes, among other types of states, the state of 

being in inescapable situations such as being in love, or in pain.  Evans (2015) argues that these 

meaning are motivated by our understanding of the surrounding atmosphere or space within the 

container or LM.  Tyler and Evans (2003) describe such states as “constraining the TR or posing 

difficulty in leaving” (p. 188).  Similarly, the state sense associated with fī is conceptually 

connected to the core meaning of containment that fī expresses, motivated by meaning 

extensions such as being inescapable, spatially bounding, surrounding, etc.  Recall from the 

previous chapter that the state sense associated with the preposition ‘alā was limited to states that 

are seen as temporary, active states as well as states of being (un)supported by evidence or truth.  

Below are examples from the corpus, illustrating the state sense that fī describes: 

                                                
29	Also, the English prepositions in, on, and at express a state sense (Evans, 2015).	



188 
 

 

في فقر مدقع وعشت في أمریكا ثمانیة أعوام (3.91)  
wa     ‘ištu        fī ’amrīkā   θamāniyata  ’a‘wāmin  fī   faqrin    mudqi‘in 
and  lived.1SG  in  America      eight          year.PL  in  poverty  flat 
And I lived in America for eight years in extreme poverty. 

 

 مصیبة.. زوجھا في مصیبة (3.92)
muṣībatun    zawju -hā     fī   muṣībatin 
disaster   husband-her   in   disaster 
Disaster.. Her husband is in a disaster 

 

 كنت وقتھا في سعادة طفلة تعود إلى بیتھا (3.93)
kuntu      waqta-hā  fī   sa‘ādati  ṭiflatin            ta‘ūdu          ’ilā bayti-hā 
was.1SG  time-it    in  happiness child    3FSG.return.IPFV  to home-her 
I was at the time (in happiness) as happy as a child returning home 
 

Situations of poverty and similar circumambient, inescapable conditions are conveyed using fī in 

Arabic as in examples (3.91) and (3.92) where the TRs are described as being in an extreme state 

of poverty and a disastrous state of existence respectively.  But it is not all unfortunate when it 

comes to surrounding, containing states.  The state of being in happiness as in (3.93) is also an 

example where fī designates a meaning of being in a surrounding state.  Figure 3.6 below 

captures a diagrammatic representation of the state sense where the TR, the location pin, is 

contained in the LM.  The internal space of the container is highlighted by the grey shading, 

designating it as salient.  The interior of the container represents the surrounding atmosphere of 

the LM. 
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3.2.2.1.4 The medium sense.   

In my discussion of the medium sense associated with ‘alā in the previous chapter, I 

demonstrated how surfaces can be construed as carriers, hence the motivations that give rise to 

the medium sense associated with ‘alā.  Similar motivations, yet with specific ramifications 

pertaining to containment, can explain the medium sense associated with fī.  One of the 

meaningful consequences of containment is that containers can act as carriers or transporters.  

This conceptualization comes from our interaction with containers in everyday life.  For 

example, we experience containers as means of carrying and transporting entities such as food 

items, drinks, or even belongings (as in a piece of luggage, for instance).  In fact, even infants as 

young as two and a half months were shown to have developed the concept that entities move 

with the containers they are in (Hespos & Baillargeon, 2001b).  To represent the medium sense, 

Figure 3.7 shows a TR contained within the boundaries of the LM, with a hand silhouette to 

represent the transportability of the TR and LM.  The representation, thus, captures the 

contingency of the TR’s location on that of the LM.   

Figure 3.6 The state sense 
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Below are some of the corpus examples where fī designates a medium meaning:  

 

 كل كلمة في خطاباتھ االخجلة (3.94)
kullu   kalimatin  fī    xiṭābāti-hi      l- xajilati 
every      word     in  letter.PL-his  the-shy 
Every word in his shy letters 
 

 صوت أم كلثوم في أغنیة الحب كده (3.95)
ṣawtu ’ummi  kalθūmin    fī  ’uɣniyati   l-ḥub    kidah 
voice   Umm  Kalthoom  in      song    the-love  this 
The voice of Umm-Kalthoom in the song This is love 

 

 بدأت في الكالم في التلیفون (3.96)
bada’tu        fi     l- kalāmi   fi   t -tilifūn 
started.1SG  in  the-talking  in  the-phone 
I started talking on (in) the phone 

 

 سمعت الخبر في الرادیو (3.97)
sami‘tu          l-  xabara              fi   r-rādyo 
heard.1SG  the-piece of news    in  the-radio 
I heard the news on the radio 
 

Figure 3.7 The medium sense 
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These examples portray a meaning where the LM is the medium through which the TR is 

carried or emerges.  To explain, in (3.94) and (3.95) entities such as words (TR) and a singer’s 

voice (TR) are presented through the mediums of a letter (LM) and a song (LM), respectively.  

Similarly, in (3.96) the phone (LM) is the medium through which talking (TR) happens, and 

in (3.97), the radio (LM) is the device through which the news (TR) is broadcasted.   

Note that in (3.94) and (3.95), the LMs through which the TRs are transported represent 

literary products.  On the other hand, in the next two examples, (3.96) and (3.97), the LMs are 

devices such as a phone and a radio.  Texts and songs are conceptualized as containers with 

volume; hence, they are carrying and transporting content.  As technology advanced, new 

instruments that allowed other forms of communication were also conceptualized as containers. 

3.2.2.2 The segmentation cluster   

This cluster of meanings is motivated by our understanding of the relationship between 

bounded LM and how they divide the space into an interior versus exterior locale or how they 

might be further divided as they interact with TRs of various sizes.  For example, think of houses 

as bounded LM we interact with: they are divided into rooms.  The rooms, in turn, divide up the 

internal space buildings.  This scene is repeatedly encountered with containment scenes of 

various sizes.  Conceptualizations about bounded LMs as forming divisions and delimitations 

give rise to this cluster of senses: The shape as boundary sense, the manner sense, and the 

blockage sense. 

3.2.2.2.1 The shape as boundary sense.   

The shape as boundary sense is one of the meanings lexicalized using fī in Arabic.  It is 

motivated by conceptualizations that are immediately related to our conceptualization of 
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bounded LMs, specifically their boundaries.  The use of fī to describe this sense becomes 

meaningful when we understand the human mental representation of the concept of boundaries. 

Boundaries form a very salient aspect of bounded LMs.  It is indeed a fact that many 

entities will take the shape of the container they are in, hence the shape of its boundaries.  The 

recurrence of this scene makes it an inherent part of our conceptualization of containers and 

containment scenes.   

Langacker (1987) emphasizes the saliency of shapes as means that impose virtual 

boundaries.  He explains that the shapes in Figure 3.8 can all be equally taken to represent a 

circle although (b) and (c) are in fact a discontinuous arrangement of dashes and dots 

respectively.  According to Langacker, the reason we describe these arrangements as circles is 

because the concept (and shape) of a circle is so “deeply entrenched” (p. 356) that it becomes 

inevitable to impose continuity on the given arrangements and view them as boundaries.  Along 

the same lines, Tyler and Evans (2003) explain that because the shape of an object forms a 

crucial part of its mental representation, we sometimes refer to shapes as constituting what we 

perceive as boundaries.  They note that a group of chairs arranged in a circle does not mean they 

are to be surrounded by a drawing of a circle on the floor for instance, but in fact means that we 

construe the objects as forming the boundary themselves. 

 

 

Figure 3.8 Adapted from Langacker’s (1987) discussion of a virtual boundary 

 (a)                       (b)                       (c) 
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Informed by Langacker’s discussion of virtual boundaries, Figure 3.9 below represents the shape 

as boundary sense I describe here for fī.  The dashed lines forming the borders of the container 

reflect the non-actuality of these boundaries. 

 

 

In Arabic, fī is used to delineate this meaning in scenarios like في دائرة كبیرة fī dā’iratin 

kabīratin ‘in a big circle’ as in the following example from the corpus:  

 

 وقف الرجال في دائرة كبیرة (3.98)
waqafa           r -rijālu   fī    dā’iratin   kabīratin 
stood.3MSG  the-men   in      circle        big 
The men stood in a big circle 

 

In (3.98), the men (TR) are not contained in a physical circle (LM).  They are standing in an 

arrangement that resembles a circle; hence, they are construed as forming the boundaries of a 

circle. 

Esseesy (2010) discusses grammaticalization evidence that asserts the extended nature of 

this meaning.  He explains that this meaning of fī could have possibly evolved from being a 

reference to a surrounding three-dimensional object to meaning a spatial arrangement resembling 

the shape of the object.  To illustrate, he traced the collocation of fī with the word حلقة ḥalaqa 

‘ringlet/circle’ in the ArabiCorpus data (Esseesy’s transcriptions and translation).  Comparing 

Figure 3.9 The shape as boundary sense 
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classical literary texts to modern ones, he notes that the classical work Thousand and One Nights 

yielded five instances of the word ḥalaqa as a LM, all of which meant the circular, three-

dimensional object.  By comparison, a similar search in the Modern Literature compilation of 

works yielded five instances, all of which were lexicalizations meaning spatial arrangements (p. 

172).   

Examples representing the shape as boundary sense in the corpus were not limited to a 

surrounding circle or ring.  Examine the following examples from the corpus with collocations 

such as in a queue, in a straight line, etc.   

 

 وكان المسجد ساكنا خاویا، (3.99)
wa    kāna              l- masjidu  sākinan  xāwiyan  
and  was.3MSG   the-mosque   quiet     empty  
And the mosque was quiet and empty, 
 
 قد تسرب الضوء من مصابیح العرس
qad        tasarraba       ḍ-ḍaw’u   min  maṣābīḥi      l- ‘ursi 
ASP  gleamed.3MSG the-light   from  lantern.PL  the-wedding 
the light has gleamed from the wedding lanterns 
 
 خالل نوافذه، في خطوط مستطیلة من النور
xilāla        nawāfiði-hi      fī  xuṭūṭin  mustaṭīlatin  mina    n-nūri 
through  window.PL- its  in  line.PL  rectangular     of    the-light 
through its windows in rectangular lines of brightness 

 

  وأنا.. تراني لم أعد أعرف المشي (3.100)
wa ’anā          tarā     -nī        lam         ’a‘ud                 ’a‘rifu                l- mašya  
and   I   3MSG.see.IPFV-me  not   1SG.recur.JSV  1SG.know.IPFV  the-walking  
And I.. You see me as I do not know how to walk 
 
 إلى األمام في خط مستقیم
’ila   l- ’amāmi   fī   xaṭin     mustaqīmin 
to    the-front     in  straight       line 
forward in a straight line any longer. 
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For example, in (3.99) the LM is a rectangular line of light, and in (3.100) it is merely a straight 

line.  Note that in (3.100) the TR has a linear shape rather than being contained within the 

boundaries of a surrounding shape such as a circle.  The use of fī with LMs such as line and 

queue demonstrates the difference between representations of this sense and the proto-scene.  

This provides evidence that this meaning stands as an independent representation, distinct from 

the primary sense of containment. 

3.2.2.2.2 The manner sense.   

Another abstract sense that fī lexicalized in the corpus is the manner sense.  Like the 

shape as a boundary sense, the manner sense arises due to motivations closely related to our 

conceptualization of bounded LM, namely their boundaries.  I have established under my 

discussion of the previous sense that boundaries form a salient aspect of containment.  One of the 

consequences that we associate with containers, and their boundaries particularly, is that an 

entity will often take the shape of the container it is in.  Hence, one of the concepts associated 

with the containment image-schema is that a boundary defines the shape of a contained entity.   

In this sense, fī described manner meanings.  This sense can be explained by 

conceptualizations that related to the containment image-schema.  One of the salient 

consequences of containment is that an entity will take the shape of the container it is in.  This is 

especially true in the case of liquids, for example.  If the container has a rigid, invariable shape 

as in a bowl or a vase, the contained entity will take that shape.  If the container is flexible as in a 

plastic bag, for example, the contents will have a flexible shape as well.  According to this 

experientially-based correlation, containers define the shape of the contained.  The experiential 

correlation between the shape of the container and the shape of the entity, explain motivations 
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that underline the use of the containment preposition fī to lexicalize the manner sense.  Below are 

some representative examples from the corpus: 

 

 قلت في یأس والدموع في عیني، نعم أحبھ (3.101)
 qultu         fī   ya’sin   wa   d-dumū‘u  fī    ‘ayna  -ya   na‘am     ’uḥibbu   -hu 
said.1SG   in  despair  and  the-tears    in   eye.DU-my   yes     1SG.love.IPFV-him 
I said in despair with tears in my eyes, “yes, I love him” 

 

 سارا في صمت حتى بیت والدیھا (3.102)
   sarā                fī   ṣamtin   ḥattā   bayti     wāliday -hā  
walked.3MDU  in  silence   until   house   parent.DU-her 
They walked silently until her parents’ house 

 

 ابتسمت في براءة.. كنت أتوقع شیئا آخر (3.103)
  ibtasamat    fī    barā’atin    kuntu    ’atawaqqa‘u     šay’an   ’āxara 
smiled.1SG  in   innocence was.1SG    expecting    something  else 
I smiled innocently.. I expected something else 

 

The above examples show lexicalizations where fī plus its object define the manner of the action 

verb.  In general, it appears that this lexicalization is possible using fī as long as the prepositional 

object can be conceptualized as a containing emotion.  For example, in (3.101) the agent uttered 

her words in desperate manner.  The desperation of the speaker is construed as though it is 

surrounding her words or manner of speaking.   Similarly, in (3.102), the action of walking is 

described as being surrounded by silence, and in (3.103), the speaker’s smile has an innocent 

appearance.  Based on our human embodied experience, we perceive that our bodies are affected 

by our emotions.  We also conceptualize emotions as surrounding, enveloping conditions.  

Hence, we describe the effect of emotions on our manner of speaking, smiling, or walking using 

the prepositions of containment fī.  It is worth noting that the manner denotations expressed by fī 
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in these examples is reflected in the English translation where the preposition fī plus its 

prepositional object translate into an adverb in English.  Also, in some cases, the same kind of 

lexicalization using in is possible in English as in the alternative translation for (3.102): They 

walked in silence until her parents’ house.  This demonstrates that this manner conceptualization 

is mutual to Arabic and English and asserts the experientially embodied basis for this extended 

meaning.  Figure 3.10 below represents that Manner Sense.  Here, the boundary of the container 

(LM) is not in focus (hence the dashed line), but the shape that it imposes on the contained entity 

(TR) is profiled (i.e., it is given prominence by the bold outline).  

 

 

The manner sense has been recognized in previous accounts (e.g., Ryding, 2005).  Esseesy 

(2010) notes that diachronic evidence shows exponential increase in the frequency of this sense 

especially in the modern literature corpus.  

3.2.2.2.3 The blockage sense.   

The blockage sense is motivated by one of the salient consequences of containment: 

restriction of movement.  Recall from my preview of developmental psychology studies on early 

concepts of containment that infants showed surprise when (what appeared to be) bottomless 

Figure 3.10 The manner sense 
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containers held their content against falling from the other end of the vessel (Kolstad, 1991 as 

cited in Mandler, 1992).  The reason for their surprise is a conceptualization about containers, 

formed from multiple observations of containers in the natural environment, possessing the 

ability to restrain the movement of their contents. 

Containers or bounded LMs are associated with TRs moving in and out of them.  I have 

established in my discussion of TRs and LMs in Chapter 1 that a TR is usually a smaller, mobile 

entity whereas the LM is usually larger in size.  The nature of a bounded LM means that the 

boundaries of a LM will create a restriction over the passage of the TR.  However, experientially, 

we understand that an increase in the size of the TR (in relation to a bounded LM) will cause the 

LM to overfill as in the case of a liquid TR, for example.  Alternatively, a LM will be obstructed 

or blocked by a large TR that is less malleable or solid.  This experiential correlation explains the 

use of fī, the containment preposition, to describe obstacles and hindrances.  The following 

example from the corpus demonstrate this meaning: 

 

 النبأ غصة في حلقي (3.104)
al-naba’u               ɣaṣṣatun  fī     ḥalq-ī 
the-piece of news    choke     in  throat-my 
The news were like a choke in my throat 
 

In example (3.104), the meaning conveyed by fī is not simply one where the TR (the abstract 

entity ‘the news’) is an entity contained within the boundaries of the speaker’s throat (LM), but 

instead, the TR is causing constriction within LM.   

Another experiential correlation that possibly motivates this sense pertains to our 

understanding of the relationship between bounded LMs and how they divide up space.  

Containers partition space, creating an interior versus exterior separation.  In the blockage sense, 
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this separation, with the restriction of movement as part of its conceptualization, gives rise to the 

blockage sense.  Hence, the blockage sense delineates, in addition to the division of space, 

restriction of movement between divisions.  Consider the following example from the corpus: 

 

  لم أفھم، كیف بغباء مثالي (3.105)
lam             ’afham                   kayfa       bi-ɣabā’in      miθāliyyin  
not    1SG.understand.IPFV     how     with-stupidity       ideal  
I did not understand how with absolute stupidity 
 
 وقعت في فخ كل اإلشارات المزورة 
waqa‘tu     fī    faxxi    kulli    l-’išārāti       l-muzawwarati  
fell.1SG    in     trap     all     the-sign.PL   the- fake        
I fell in the trap of all the fake signs  
 
 التي وضعھا الحب في طریقي
allati     waḍa‘a  -ha       l-ḥubbu   fī    ṭarīq-ī 
which   put.3MSG-it    the-love    in   way-my 
that love had put in my way 

 

 

 

To represent the blockage sense, Figure 3.11 diagrams an orientation that shows a relatively 

large TR, the shaded sphere, restricted by the sides of a narrow container, the LM.  This 

schematic representation is meant to capture the meaning of restriction of movement, but it is not 

to suggest that a TR must be large for this reading of the sense.  The meaning of constriction on 

Figure 3.11 The blockage sense 
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movement is entrenched as an independent sense thus the TR needs not necessarily be large for 

this meaning to be present.  Obstacles of any size, as long as they hinder our movement, can 

become compatible with fī’s lexicalization of blockage.  Below is an example from the corpus 

that demonstrates this meaning: 

 

  .كانت تعتبر التلمیذ متعطال بال نھایة (3.106)
kānat                   ta‘tabiru               t- tilmīða    muta‘aṭilan    bi- la   nihāyatin  
was.3FSG   3FSG.consider.IPFV   the-student     hindered     with-no    end  
She considered the student to be endlessly delayed 
 
 وعقبة فى سبیل أى فتاة جمیلة
Wa  ‘aqabatan  fī  sabīli  ’ayyi  fatātin  jamīlatin 
and obstacle     in   way     any     girl      beautiful 
and an obstacle in the path of any beautiful girl 
 

This example demonstrates that the blockage sense in entrenched in the semantic network of fī as 

a distinct sense.  Another piece of evidence supporting the distinctness of the blockage sense is 

that it represents information that is not part of the proto-scene.  To explain, in all the above 

blockage examples, the intended meaning is not that the TR is contained within the boundaries of 

the LM.  It is a meaning of the TR being restricted or creating restriction of movement.  

3.2.2.3 Non-cluster Senses 

3.2.2.3.1 The perceptual accessibility sense.   

The perceptual accessibility sense is motivated by consequences that are related to a 

human experiencer (TR) being located inside a bounded LM.  However, it differs from the 

senses in the location cluster discussed in the previous sections in a significant way.  One of the 

consequences of a human conceptualizer being located interior to a bounded LM, is a potential 

shift to an interior vantage point.  Recall that in my discussion of the covering sense of ‘alā I 
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demonstrated how the change in vantage point from off-state to on-state gave rise to that sense.  

Under the current Perceptual Accessibility Sense, I argue that taking an internal vantage point 

provides the spatial scene with similar motivations, i.e., important distinctions that are not part of 

the primary scene.  

Humans can construe the same spatial scene differently by taking different vantage 

points.  This ability to change the vantage point from which the scene is viewed plays a crucial 

role in meaning extension especially in containment scenes, where there is a contrast between an 

interior versus exterior vantage point.  At the same time, many of the containers we interact with, 

such as rooms and buildings, represent container-like, bounded LMs that human TRs stay in.  

These bounded LMs possess boundaries, such as walls and other opaque, isolating structures.  

These boundaries, as they set an interior versus exterior space, also impose serious restrictions on 

our vision “unless we possess X-ray vision à la Superman” as Tyler and Evans put it (2003, p. 

191).  Being inside a room or a building consequently means being unable to see what is 

happening outside the structure we are in until we look out the window or go outside, for 

example.  Another consequence of a human TR being inside a bounded LM is that the inner 

content of the LM are perceptually accessible to the experiencer.  Even more, this spatial 

scenario makes it inevitable that the limits of our perception, such as vision, coincide with the 

boundaries of the encapsulating LM.  It follows that we experientially correlate the extent of our 

perception with boundaries.  This significant consequence, with its salient restraint on our sense-

preceptory access, gives rise to the perceptual accessibility sense exhibited by fī in examples 

like (3.107) below:    
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 المرأة الشقراء في مرمى بصري، في بنایة تطل على شقتنا (3.107)
al-mar’atu   š-šaqrā’u  fī  marmā  baṣar-ī      fī   bināyatin  tuṭillu  ‘alā   šiqqati -nā  
the-woman  the-blond  in  target  vision-my   in   building   looks    on  apartment-our 
The blond women in my field of vision, in a building that overlooks our apartment 

 

In the above example, the speaker is referring to falling in love with a blonde female who 

happens to suitably live within sight, i.e., within reach of his vision.  Here, the limit in 

perception, specifically in vision, is not due to being in an enclosed space but due to 

physiological limitations that are part of the human faculty of vision and the experiencer’s 

location in space (for example, being behind a high building or being on top of a roof).  Figure 

3.12 below represents the perceptual accessibility sense by diagraming an internal vantage point 

vis-à-vis the LM.  In this representation, the TR corresponds to the vantage point.  The arrows 

reaching the inner boundaries of the LM represent the limit of accessibility corresponding with 

these boundaries. 

 

 

Interestingly, while the meaning of perceptual accessibility is motivated by having a 

vantage point restricted by surrounding boundaries, the intended meaning in (3.107) designates 

the extent to which our faculties of perception have access.  Here, the meaning of bounded 

perceptual accessibility is existent in the absence of tangible, physical boundaries to surround our 

Figure 3.12 The perceptual accessibility sense 



203 
 

faculties of perception.  In this case, fī is used in the perceptual accessibility sense to construe the 

resultant conceptualization rather than the actual spatial scene of a TR being in a bounded LM.  

As such, the designated meaning is novel and extends beyond the scene that gave rise to it.  This 

is evidence that this sense is entrenched in semantic memory as an independent sense.  Further 

evidence asserting the distinction of this sense comes from examples where the relation between 

the entities involved, i.e., TR and LM, cease to be spatial in any form.  Consider the following 

examples from the corpus: 

 

 أكان في مقدوري تفادي ھذه الخسارة؟ (3.108)
’a-kāna            fī  maqdūr-ī      tafādī    hāðihi   l- xasārah 
Q-was.3MSG  in  ability-my  avoiding   this    the-loss 
Was it in my ability to avoid this loss? 
 

In (3.108), the containment preposition fī is used to delineate the meaning ‘in my ability’.  The 

fact that fī but not any other preposition is the spatial descriptor of choice to depict this relation 

asserts that in such examples accessibility is conceptualized as a bounded LM.  If the intended 

meaning were not contingent on this conceptualization of containment, it would have been 

possible to use another preposition such as ‘alā with its meaning of contact.  However, such a 

sentence would not be semantically felicitous.  The containment basis for this sense explains 

why it is semantically acceptable with fī but not with ‘alā in collocations such as: 

 

 في متناول الجمیع (3.109)
fī  mutanāwal  l-jamī‘ 
in     reach    everyone 
[With]in everyone’s reach 
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(3.110) ?? على متناول الجمیع   
‘alā  mutanāwal  l-jamī‘ 
on      reach       everyone 
??On everyone’s  reach 
 

 في وسعي (3.111)
fī   wus‘-ī  
in  space-my 
[With]in my ability 

 

(3.112) ?? على وسعي   
‘alā   wus‘-ī  
on   space-my 
??On my ability 

 

A note is in order here regarding the fī-collocation in (3.107) repeated here as (3.113): 

 

 المرأة الشقراء في مرمى بصري، في بنایة تطل على شقتنا (3.113)
al-mar’atu   š-šaqrā’u  fī  marmā  baṣar-ī       fī  bināyatin  tuṭillu  ‘alā   šiqqati -nā  
the-woman  the-blond  in   target   vision-my  in   building   looks    on  apartment-our 
The blond women in my field of vision, in a building that overlooks our apartment 

 

In this example, the phrase مرمى بصر marmā baṣar ‘target/extension of vision’ collocated with fī.  

Interestingly, the same phrase also collocated with ‘alā in the corpus.  For instance, the following 

sentence shows an example this collocation with ‘alā: 

 

 نبقي على مرمى بصره لعلّھ یرق لحالنا (3.114)
nabqa                   ‘alā  marmā  baṣari-hi   la‘alla-hu                yariqqu               li-ḥāli-nā  
1PL.remain.IPFV  on   target  vision-his   might-he  3MSG.sympathize.IPFV   to-state-us 
We remain within his sight so he might sympathize with us. 
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This situation, with both ‘alā and fī as possible collocations with this phrase, might be taken as 

evidence against the containment-motivated argument above.  However, I argue that the 

alternative collocation is explainable in terms of the polysemy of the word مرمى marmā ‘target’.  

The word مرمى marmā could designate either contact or containment depending on the speaker’s 

construal.30  Note the following example from the corpus: 

 

 فاإلیطالیون على مرمى حجر من اإلسكندریة (3.115)
fa    l-’īṭāliyūna  ‘alā  marmā  ḥajarin  mina  l-’iskandariyyah 
for  the-Italians    on    throw    stone    from  Alexandria 
For the Italians are on a stone’s throw from Alexandria 
 

In (3.115), ‘alā collocated with مرمى marmā + حجر ḥajar ‘stone’ to mean ‘on a stone’s throw’, 

denoting the contact established by the stone reaching a goal.  This construal is consistent with 

the spatial proximity sense associated with ‘alā (see my discussion of this sense under the 

extended senses of ‘alā in the previous chapter).  An alternative construal of this scene can be 

lexicalized as ‘within a stone’s throw’, denoting the range or field within which the stone can 

reach, in line with the perceptual accessibility sense discussed here.  As further evidence for this 

argument, consider the following minimal pairs of possible collocations: 

 

 على مرمى البصر (3.116)
‘alā     marma            l- baṣar 
on   throw’s length  the-vision 
On a throw’s length of vision 

  

                                                
30	The noun مرمى	marmā is the object form derived from the verb رمى ramā ‘throw’.  In addition to 
describing the field of vision, مرمى marmā appears in collocations such as النیران مرمى في  fī marma n-nīrāni 
to mean ‘in the line of fire’ or ‘under the field of attack’.  Also, مرمى marmā means the entity goal in 
football, hence the phrase المرمى حارس  ḥārisu marmā ‘goal keeper’. 	
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 في مرمى البصر (3.117)
fī     marma            l- baṣar 
in   throw’s length  the-vision 
In a throw’s length of vision 

 

 على مد البصر (3.118)
‘alā maddi l-baṣar 
on stretch the-vision  
On the stretch of vision 

 

 في مد البصر?? (3.119)
fī  maddi l-baṣar 
in stretch the-vision  
??In the stretch of vision 
 

Note the possible collocation with ‘alā and fī in (3.116) and (3.117) respectively; in contrast, 

note the semantic acceptability of the collocation ‘alā maddi in (3.118) but not the collocation fī 

maddi in (3.119).  The semantic anomaly of the latter collocation arises because of the 

incompatibility meaning between the word maddi designating a surface and the containment 

preposition fī, whereas a surface is compatible with the support preposition ‘alā.   

3.2.2.3.2 The temporal containment sense.   

Talmy (e.g., 2000) argues that time and space are homologous, and metaphorical 

extensions from the spatial domain to the temporal domain are ubiquitous (e.g., Lakoff & 

Johnson, 1980).  The temporal sense associated with fī describes scenes of being contained, 

though temporally.  Hence, meanings and consequences that are related to containment and 

bounded LMs will be seen in the temporal sense associated with fī.  In this sense, an event, the 

TR, is construed as being temporally contained within a bounded period of time, the LM.  Figure 
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3.13 represents this sense, where the TR is diagrammed as contained within the boundaries of a 

period of time, the LM.  The LM is bolded against the extending time line. 

 

 

In examples representing the temporal sense of fī, the LM being a bounded period of time 

means that it is distinguishable as a unit with a beginning and end.  Some of the identifiable 

bounded periods of time that occurred with fī in the corpus were minutes, hours, days, weeks, 

months, and years.  Below are corpus examples for some of these temporal units: 

 

 فنزل یتجول في وسط البلد في الساعة العاشرة (3.120)
fa-nazala                         yatajawwalu        fī  wasṭi      l-baladi  fi  s-sā‘ati    l- ‘āširati 
so-went down.3MSG  3MSG.roam.IPFV  in  middle the-town  in  the-hour  the-tenth 
So he went down to take a walk in the middle of the town at 10 o’clock  

 

  1976أیار  9في الخامسة من صباح  (3.121)
fi   l-xāmisati  min   ṣabāḥi     9  ’ayār  1976  
in  the-fifth    from  morning  9   May  1975  
At 5 o’clock of the 9the of May, 1976, 
 
 ھربت من المستشفى، في الصباح الباكر
harabat             mina   l-mustašfā    fi  ṣ-ṣabāḥi  l-bākir 
escaped.3FSG  from   the-hospital  in  morning  the-early 
she escaped from the hospital in the early morning 

  

Figure 3.13 The temporal containment sense 
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م ثالثاء... وفي یوم ثالثاء... أعتقد أنھ یو (3.122)  
wa    fī  yawami  θulāθā’a     ’a‘taqidu          ’anna-hu  yamu  θulāθā’a  
and  in      day     Tuesday  1SG.believe.IPFV    that-it     day    Tuesday  
And on a Tuesday.. I think it is a Tuesday.. 
 
 كنت أسمع من جدید ھمسات حب من سالي
kuntu             ’asma‘u        min  jadīdin   hamasāti   ḥubbin  min   sālī  
was.1SG 1SG.hear.IPFV  from    new    whisper.PL  love    from   Sally 
I was hearing love whispers from Sally again 

 

 قام في أسبوع واحد بتغییر مالمح الحجرة تماما (3.123)
qāma          fī ’usbū‘in  wāḥidin   bi-taɣyīri      malāmiḥi    l-ḥujrati    tamā man 
did.3MSG  in   week        one     by-changing  feature.PL   the-room  completely 
He changed the appearance of the room completely in one week 

 

1963درس الصحافة في القاھرة وأنھى دراستھ في عام  (3.124)  
darasa                ṣ-ṣaḥāfata     fi l-qāhirati wa      ’anhā             dirāsata-hu  fī ‘āmi 1963 
studied.3MSG the-journalism in  Cairo     and finished.3MSG  study.PL-his in year 1963 
He studies Journalism in Cairo and finished his studies in the year of 1963 

 

  1948وفي السادس من نیسان عام  (3.125)
wa    fi   s-sādisi    min   nisāna ’āma 1948 
and  in  the-sixth   from   April   year 1948 
And on the sixth of April in 1948, 
 
 جيء ببدر الى الدار محموالً على اكتاف رفاقھ
 jī’a                           bi-badrin ’ila   d-dāri    maḥmūlan  ‘alā  ’aktāfi            rifāqi-hi  
3MSG.bring.SBJV with-Badr    to  the-house  carried      on  shoulder.PL  friend.PL-his 
Badr was brought home carried on his friends’ shoulders 

 

With regard to collocating with very short temporal units such as ثانیة θāniya ‘second’ and دقیقة 

daqīqa ‘minute’ in the corpus, these units mostly occurred with fī in the plural form: في ثوان fī 

θawānin ‘in seconds’ and في دقائق fī daqā’iqa ‘in minutes’.  Below are some examples from the 

corpus: 
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األمر في ثوان سوف ینتھي (3.126)  
sawfa       yantahī           l-’amru    fī θawānin  
will  3MSG.end.IPFV  the-matter in second.PL 
The matter will be over in seconds 
 

 في دقائق قد یربحون حصانا، (3.127)
fī  daqā’iqa       qad          yarbaḥūna          ḥiṣānan  
in  minute.PL  EMPH   3MPL.win.IPFV       horse 
In minutes, they could win a horse, 
 
 كما أنھم قد یخسرون حیاتھم في دقائق
ka-ma      ’anna-hum    qad        yaxsarūna         ḥayāta-hum  fī  daqā’iq 
like-that  EMPH-they  might  3MPL.lose.IPFV      life-their   in  minute.PL 
but they could also lose their lives in minutes 

 

The temporal unit دقیقة daqīqa ‘minute’ but not ثانیة θāniya ‘second’ occurred in its singular form 

in collocations with fī as in the following examples: 

 

 أمسكت بالكأس وساقاھا تھتزان، (3.128)
’amsakat         bi- l- ka’si     wa     sāqā -hā     tahtazzāni  
Held.3FSG  with-the-glass  and  leg.DU-her     shaking 
She held the glass while her legs were shaking 
 
 ثم شربتھ كلھ في أقل من دقیقة
θumma          šaribat-hu   kulla-hu   fī  ’aqalla  min  daqīqah 
then       drank.3FSG-it        all-it     in    less    from  minute 
then she drank it all in less than a minute 

 

 في غضون دقیقة (3.129)
fī  ɣuḍūni  daqīqah 
in   folds    minute 
[with]in the folds of a minute/in the unfolding of a minute 

 

Although the temporal unit ثانیة θāniya ‘second’ did not occur in its singular form collocating 

with fī, it seems that this is due to the limited size of the Modern Literature subcorpora.  

Consulting other subcorpora of the ArabiCorpus compilation, such as newspapers, yielded 
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several examples of fī collocating with the temporal unit ثانیة θāniya ‘second’ in the singular form 

in MSA uses, such as the following example: 

 

 في ثانیة واحدة یصدر الكمبیوتر  (3.130)
fī  θāniyatin  wāḥidatin            yuṣdiru             l- kumbyūtaru 
in   second        one        3MSG.publish.IPFV  the-computer  
In one second, the computer establishes 
 

محتویات في الحقیبةصورة مسطحة شاملة كل ال  
ṣūratan  musaṭṭaḥatan  šāmilatan  kulla  l-muḥtawayāti   fi  l-ḥaqībati 
picture          flat            including    all    the-content.PL  in  the-bag 
a flat picture including all the contents in the bag 

 

3.2.2.3.3 The repetition sense.  

 The repetition sense is an extended sense that gets its motivations from the temporal 

meaning associated with fī along with the function of containment, specifically the aspect of 

boundaries.  We have seen in the temporal sense of fī that it designates an event occurring within 

the temporal boundaries of a period of time.  The repetition sense represents scenarios where an 

event repeatedly occurs within a given period of time.  This use of fī corresponds to English 

expressions denoting reoccurrence of the TR for a number of times in a given timeframe.  For 

example, 

 

(3.131) She makes 50 dollars a day. 

(3.132) I visit my family once a week. 

 

Below are some of the corpus examples utilizing fī in this sense: 
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 .إنني أحتاج صوتھا ألعیش. (3.133)
’inna-ni              aḥtāju          ṣawta-hā       li-      ’a‘īš  
EMPH-me  1SG.need.IPFV  voice-her    for-1SG.live.IPFV 
I need her voice to live. 
 
 أحتاج أن أتناولھ ثالث مرات في الیوم
’aḥtāju                ’an       ’atanāwala-hu  θalaθa  marrātin  fi  l-yam 
1SG.need.IPFV  that  1SG.take.IPFV-it   three     time.PL  in  the-day 
I need to take it three times a day 

 

 أجرت أنا وعصمت شقة جدیدة بعشرین جنیھاً في األسبوع (3.134)
’ajjartu      ’anaa wa ‘iṣmata   šiqqatan  jadīdatan bi-‘išrīna  junayhan   fi  l-’usbū‘i 
rented.1SG    I     and  Esmat  apartment     new   with-twenty  pound.PL in  the-week 
I rented, Esmat and I, a new apartment for twenty pounds per week 

 

Although Lentzner (1977) discussed this last usage under temporal meanings of fī, this sense is 

not limited to temporal uses.  It is seen in other non-temporal references, as in the following 

example from the corpus: 

 

 الحق أنھ بريء مائة في المائة (3.135)
al-ḥaqqu ’anna-hu  barī’un       mi’atun     fi      l-  mi’ati 
the-truth    that-he   innocent     hundred    in   the-hundred 
The truth is that he is innocent one hundred per cent. 
 

Evidence asserting the repetition sense comes from its use in multiplication operations in Arabic.  

The following example is repeated from Qumayr’s (1977) analysis of fī, which I covered in the 

early sections of this chapter: 

 

 أربعة في خمسة عشرون (3.136)
’arba‘atun   fī    xamsatin  ‘išrūn 
four             in       five        twenty 
Four times five is twenty 
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Figure 3.14 sketches a diagrammatic representation of the repetition sense.  While this sense is 

not limited to temporal uses, it is grounded in the meaning of time as a recurring cycle.  

Therefore, the diagram incorporates a time line similar to the presentation of the temporal 

containment sense.  This representation, however, captures the repetitive nature of this 

containment scene.  Only one of the instances is bolded to indicate its representativeness for the 

rest of the occurrences.    

 

 

3.2.2.3.4 The container as target sense.   

The target sense is motivated by conceptualizations that are immediately related to 

containment.  Containers are places where many objects end up.  We understand that entities can 

start somewhere exterior to a container and move (or can be moved) to be inside a container.  

Hence, containers are perceived as natural destinations for many entities.  This early 

conceptualization about containers gives rise to the target sense.  It is true that fī is not a motional 

preposition, but I argue that the functional element of containment allows for the use of fī with 

motional scenes.  This is largely because when containment (or any other schema) is 

conceptually coded for, it is not necessarily a still snapshot of the spatial scene.  On the contrary, 

it is a dynamic scene that captures recurrent scenes, each of which adds details and nuances to 

Figure 3.14 The repetition sense 
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this rich concept.  Moreover, part of this conceptualization is that we understand that TRs are 

smaller, mobile entities that start somewhere before they end up in larger LMs such as 

containers.  For example, the following lines from the corpus capture the mobility of the TR and 

its transition to end its motion inside a container.  These phrases while being very close or almost 

identical to the proto-scene, represent bridging contexts that give rise to the container as target 

sense as will be seen through further examples below. 

 

 من أین سیأتي الحلیب،  (3.137)
min ’ayna sa-ya’ti l-ḥalību  
from where will 3MSG.come.IPFV the-milk 
Where would milk come from, 
 
 وأمك لم تضع في فمھا لقمة خبز منذ یومین
wa   ’ummu-ka   lam           taḍa‘         fī  fami-hā     luqmata xubzin munðu yawmayn 
and mother-your not 3MSG.put.IPFV in mouth-her     bite     bread   since    day.DU 
with your mother not having put even a piece of bread in her mouth since two days 

 

 وأفرغ بقیة الكأس في فمھ (3.138)
wa   ’afraɣa               baqiyyata     l-ka’si    fī  fami-hi 
and  emptied.3MSG  remaining  the-glass  in  mouth-his 
And he emptied the rest of the drink in his mouth 

 

Both (3.137) and (3.138) represent highly recurrent and embodied scenes with the mouth as a 

body part and one of the earliest LMs involved in a container schema.  This early bodily-

encounter is one of the bases to the body is a container schema.  Instances of such body-world 

experience provide bridging contexts for the lexicalization of fī in collocation with certain verbs 

to delineate a container as target sense.  To explain, lexicalizations of this sense are not limited to 

‘mouth’ as a body part and a typical container.  They are extended to other body parts which 

vary in the degrees to which they exemplify containers as long as they can be conceptualized as 
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targets, such as أذن uðunun ‘ear’, عین ‘aynun ‘eye’, and وجھ wajhun ‘face’.  Below are some 

examples from the corpus for each of these entities: 

 

 ذھبت لھ وھمست في أذنھ: عالء! ھل ھناك مشكلة؟ (3.139)
ðahabat        la-hu  wa       hamasat           fī  ’uðuni-hi ‘alā’   hal  hunāka  muškilah 
went.3FSG to-him  and  whispered.3FSG in   ear-his    Alaa’  Q     there     problem 
She went to him and whispered in his ear, “Alaa’! Is there a problem?” 
 

 قال وھو یحملق في عینیھا  (3.140)
qala             wa  huwa         yuḥamliqu       fī  ‘aynay-hā  
said.3MSG  and   he     3MSG.gaze.IPFV  in  eye.PL-her  
He said as he gazed into her eyes: 
 
 وما ھو الحب بالنسبة لك؟
wa   mā   huwa  l-ḥubbu     bi-n-nisbati   la-ki  
and what     it   the-love  by-the-degree  for-you 
“And what is love for you?” 
 

 
بة جامحة في أن یصیح في وجھي،شعر برغ (3.141)  

ša‘ara        bi-raɣbatin  jāmiḥatin  fī ’an            yaṣīḥa          fī  wajh-ī  
felt.3MSG  with-desire     wild      in  that  3MSG.yell.IPFV  in  face-my  
He felt a controlling desire to yell in my face, 
 

أن یصرخ، أن یبصق في وجھي،  
’an          yabṣuqa        fī  wajh-ī     ’an        yaṣruxa 
that 3MSG.spit.IPFV  in  face-my  that  3MSG.yell.IPFV 
to spit in my face, to scream, 
 
 أنت أغبى امرأة رأتھا عیناي!
’anti     ’aɣba         imra’atin         ra’at-hā    ‘aynā-ya 
you   most stupid     woman    saw.3MSG-it  eye.Du-my 
“You are the most stupid woman my eyes have seen!” 
 

In (3.139)–(3.141), the body parts ear, eyes, and face are targets for the actions whisper, gaze, 

yell, and spit, demonstrating the container as target sense. Thus, part of the conceptualization that 

is inherent in the container as target sense involves an animate TR, which is congruent with the 

target meaning. 
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 The container as target sense is entrenched in the semantic network associated with fī as a 

distinct sense thus allowing it to be used in scenarios independent from the contexts that 

originally gave rise to it.  For example, fī can be used to designate a target meaning with non-

container-like LM.  For example, compare the LMs mouth and ear from previous examples with 

the following examples where the LMs are child, fax letter, and lethal spot: 

 

 وكانت تصرخ في طفلھا،  (3.142)
wa    kānat            taṣruxu           fī  ṭifli-hā  
and was.3FSG 3FSG.yell.IPFV  in  child-her  
And she was yelling at her child, 
 
 وكأنھ ھو من یقف في طریق سعادتھا األبدیة
wa     ka-’anna-hu  huwa  man        yaqifu               fī  ṭarīqi  sa‘ādati-ha    l-’abadiyyah  
and     like-that-he   he      who 3MSG.stand.IPFV  in   way   happiness-her  the-eternal 
as if he were the one standing in the way of her eternal happiness 
 

 .حدق كرم في الفاكس ما یقرب من دقیقة، (3.143)
ḥaddaqa        karamu  fi   l-fāxi    mā              yaqrubu                min  dāqīqatin  
stared.3MSG  Karam  in  the-fax what  3MSG.approach.IPFV  from  minute 
Karam stared at the fax for about a minute, 
 
 ثم دسھ في جیبھ وخرج
θumma        dassa-hu   fī    jaybi-hi    wa         xaraj 
then        hid.3MSG-it  in  pocket-his  and went out.3MSG 
then he hid it in his pocket and went out 
 

 ضربتھ في مقتل (3.144)
ḍarabta-hu         fī       maqtal 
hit.3FSG-him    in     lethal point. 
She hit him in a lethal point. 

 

Clearly, the mother yelling at her child in (3.142), the man staring at the faxed document 

in (3.143), and the female character hitting the male in a lethal point in (3.144) are no longer 

examples of the TR being located interior to the LM or within its boundaries.  The meaning of 
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the TR targeting the LM represents information that is not part of the primary sense, asserting the 

status of this sense as a distinct semantic denotation. 

Figure 3.15 illustrates this sense, with the arrow pointing at the targeted LM (the 

container inside which the TR ends).  The TR in the initial position is not shaded to reflect that it 

is not emphasized, nor is the trajectory of the motion.  What is emphasized, and hence bolded, is 

the final image captured by the TR located interior to the LM. 

 

 

3.2.2.3.5 The conceptual target sense.   

I have established that the proto-scene of fī consists of a TR that is located interior to the 

LM, and that the scene is construed from an off-stage vantage point.  This means that the 

construer is viewing the containment relation externally.  I have also noted elsewhere that many 

scenes can be construed from a variety of vantage points and that the difference in construal can 

result in the rise of new senses.  I argue that the conceptual target sense associated with fī is 

motivated by a shift in vantage point from an off-stage point to an on-stage point.  This shift in 

vantage point means that the construer is involved in the scene, and thus the vantage point 

Figure 3.15 The container as target sense 
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matches that of the TR.  The conceptual target sense extends from this construal.  Consider the 

following example from the corpus which illustrates how this meaning extension might arise. 

 

 كان ینظر في الدفتر (3.145)
kāna                   yanOuru          fi     d-daftar 
was.3MSG 3MSG.look.IPFV  in   the-notebook 
He was looking in the notebook 
 

In this example, fī mediates a spatial relation where the TR is directing his gaze towards a 

notebook, LM.  Books, notebooks, and similar written forms can be conceptualized as having 

volume and hence as bounded LMs, which allows for this collocation with fī.  While this 

conceptualization is still consistent with the container as target sense, it gives rise to the sense of 

conceptual target.   

 Humans are intentional beings, and directing one’s gaze towards an entity is a purposeful 

action.  As many containers are opaque, externally looking at containers will correspond to not 

being able to see what is located inside the container.  On the other hand, looking inside the 

container will correspond with learning and discovering (what is in the container).  Hence, a 

salient experiential correlation exists between looking inside containers and discovering or 

learning and is the basis for this extended meaning.  This correlation is evident in conceptual 

metaphors like KNOWING/UNDERSTANDING IS SEEING (C. Johnson, 1997) and its corollary 

CONSIDERING IS LOOKING AT (Grady, 1997).31   Interestingly, Chris Johnson suggests, based on 

child corpus data, that one of the contexts that possibly give rise to an early understanding of 

seeing as correlating to knowing is found in recurrent parent-child linguistic exchanges such as 

                                                
31	I believe that in the case of Arabic, it would be CONSIDERING IS LOOKING INTO.  
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Let’s see what’s in the box (a quintessential example of a container), for example (see 

MacWhinney, 1995).   

This salient experiential correlation between looking inside containers with its change in 

viewpoint and being able to learn something new mediates the conceptual target sense.   

 

 نظروا في الرسائل على ضوء الشموع (3.146)
naOarū             fi    r-rasā’ili  ‘alā   ḍaw’i   š-šumū‘i 
looked.3MPL  in  the-letters    on    light   the-candles 
They looked in the letters under the candlelight 

 

 كنت على بعد ذراع من الوصیة لكنك لم تنظر فیھا (3.147)
kunta         ‘alā bu‘di     ðirā‘in   mina  l-waṣiyyati lakinna-ka lam          tanOur         fī-hā  
was.2MSG on distance    arm     from    the-will       but-you    not 2MSG.look.IPFV in-it 
You were an arm’s length away from the will but you did not look in it. 

 

In (3.146), the TR, a group of individuals, looked at the LM, the letters, under candlelight.  

Similarly, in (3.147), the speakers seem to be blaming the agent, the TR, for not looking into the 

written will, the LM, which was lying less than an arm’s length away.  Both sentences invite the 

inference that looking at the LM (would have) resulted in learning its content. 

 Evidence asserting the conceptual target sense as a distinct sense comes from examples such as 

the following: 

 

  دعوة كل القرى إلى إرسال وفود الجتماع (3.148)
da‘watu  kulli     l- qurā        ’ilā   ’irsāli       wufūdin          li- jtimā‘in 
inviting    all    the-town.PL  to   sending  delegation.PL  for-meeting 
Inviting all the towns to send delegations to a meeting 
 
 یعقد في المستقبل للنظر في المسألة
yu‘qadu                   fi    l-mustaqbali    li-  n-  naOari   fi  l-mas’alah 
3MSG.hold.SBJV  in   the-future       for-the-looking  in  the-matter 
to be held in the future to look into the matter 
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In (3.148), the interpretation prompted for is that the groups of delegates will consider or 

evaluate the matter.  The meaning of conceptual involvement is clear in this example whereas the 

meaning of physically inspecting the content is no longer apparent.  Below are some of the other 

examples representing the conceptual target sense in the corpus. 

 

 فتحت عیني أكثر وأنا أدقق في الصوت  (3.149)
fataḥtu       ‘aynay    -a      ’akθara   wa ’anā     ’udaqqiqu            fi   ṣ-ṣawti  
opened.31SG eye-DU-my    more    and    I    1SG.inspect.IPFV  in  the-voice 
I opened my eyes more as I paid attention to the voice 
 
 وأسمع االسم ألول مرة!
wa        ’asma‘u          l-’isma     li-’awwali  marrah 
and  1SG.hear.IPFV  the-name   for-first       time 
and heard the name for the first time! 

 

 أنا أفكر في أوالدي (3.150)
’ana       ’ufakkir           fī          ’awlād    -i 
I        1SG.think.IPFV  in   off spring.PL-my 
I think of my off springs 
 

 

 

Figure 3.16 The conceptual target sense 
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3.3 Conclusion 

This chapter has presented a detailed polysemy network for the Arabic preposition of 

containment, fī.  I have demonstrated that unlike previous accounts, traditional and modern, the 

current treatment has the advantage of presenting the array of senses that fī expressed as 

explainable and motivated.  Implementing the guidelines of the Principle Polysemy Model, it 

was illustrated that meaning extension is an experientially-based, conceptual process.  

Specifically, consequences related to a TR being located within the boundaries of a bounded LM 

figured primarily in fī’s meaning extension.  Moreover, the saliency of containment in human 

experience and the functions it serves were key, defining aspects that made it possible to describe 

fī more accurately, differentiating its spatial territory from that of other prepositions with which 

fi is mistakenly considered polysemous, such as bi- ‘with/by/at/by means of’. 

The semantic network devised for fī included two clusters of meanings, the larger of 

which is the location cluster.  This cluster included senses that reflected the saliency of being in 

certain bounded locations and the significant consequences that followed from this localization, 

such as being the default location regularly (as in the in-situ sense) and the tight association 

between locations and activities (as in the activity sense).  In addition, the location cluster 

included the state sense.  Based on conceptualizations that are specific to being located within 

the boundaries of a surrounding landmark, fī uniquely described states that are perceived as 

surrounding or difficult to escape.  The analysis highlighted the role of embodied experience in 

giving rise to the discussed types of states as well as motivating the range of senses expressed by 

fī  
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CHAPTER 4 CONCLUSION 

The current study aimed to present systematic, methodologically-informed analyses of 

the semantics of two prominent Arabic prepositions while situating these analyses within the 

landscape of Cognitive Linguistics (CL).  To this end, I have examined the semantics of two 

prepositions, على ‘alā ‘on’ and في fī ‘in’.  Based on corpus data, I presented semantic networks 

for the two prepositions; the analyses were guided by the general approach of CL and the 

specific procedural guidelines of the Principled Polysemy Model (PPM).  Compared to previous 

explanations of the semantics of ‘alā and fī, the current analysis has the benefit of being 

methodologically structured by guidelines that are based on linguistic evidence, in the form of 

(1) etymological origin, (2) contrastive analysis with similar prepositions, (3) participation in 

verb-preposition forms, (4) prevalence of meaning in the semantic network, and (5) the 

derivability of meanings from a central origin.  The application of a methodological model to 

describe the central meaning (the primary sense) and the extended semantics (extended senses) 

of the preposition provided testable conditions that attested to the independence of each proposed 

extended meaning.  These testable conditions required that the extended meanings represented 

salient, additional information that was not part of the central spatial scene and that it was not 

solely the product of contextual interpretations.   

Illuminated by the role of human conceptualization, the ubiquity of embodied experience, 

and the contribution of both to meaning extension processes, the current study proposed 

rationales that explained meaning extensions beyond the prototypical, central sense.  In doing so, 

there needed to exist a precise and accurate description of a central spatial scene to which the 

extended meanings can be conceptually linked.  Hence, the current study has met two primary 

goals.  The first goal focused on accurately describing the primary spatial scenes that ‘alā and fī 
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mark, distinguishing them from ostensibly similar prepositions or particles.  The second goal 

focused on elucidating the relatedness of meanings in each of the semantic networks.  In the 

sections to follow, I will expand on each of these accomplishments in some detail, discussing the 

outcomes of this study and addressing areas of limitation, as well as directions for future 

research. 

4.1 Arabic Prepositional Polysemy: Findings, Implications, and Limitations 

The prepositions ‘alā and fī are two of the most frequent and most polysemous 

prepositions in Arabic (Esseesy, 2010).  They represent the concepts of support and containment 

respectively, two of the first image-schemas that form conceptually.  Moreover, support and 

containment as functional elements have been shown to be inter-related, especially with support 

being part of containment scenes (e.g., Feist, 2000).  In some cases, ‘alā and fī appeared to be 

highly similar in terms of some of the extended senses they described.  The similarity was 

apparent in their designating the same extended State sense.  Given their conceptual and 

linguistic inter-relatedness, and their high frequency in Arabic, ‘alā and fī presented an intriguing 

case of prepositional polysemy.  With the purpose of explaining their rich semantics and multiple 

extended senses, ‘alā and fī were found to be suitable candidates for a CL-informed analysis and 

for testing the applicability of the PPM to Arabic prepositional polysemy.   

Indeed, the current analysis revealed that the methodology proposed by Tyler and Evans 

(e.g., 2003), though initially devised to account for the polysemy of English prepositions, is 

highly replicable in other, historically unrelated languages.  The tight methodology relying on 

synchronic linguistic evidence as well as the earliest attested use of the preposition provided a 

firm base for this analysis and furnished the ground for future ones.  With this being said, the 

current account is the first formal analysis to develop fully-detailed semantic networks for a set 
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of Arabic prepositions.  Previous accounts have defined the semantics of ‘alā and fī as abstract 

concepts and in the absence of a methodologically-controlled approach.  In contrast, the analysis 

at hand described the semantics of ‘alā and fī in light of guiding principles.  It described the 

spatial scenes delineated by the two prepositions, highlighting functional aspects of what it 

meant for two objects to be in a given spatial configuration in relation to what we know about the 

world.  Hence, the analysis defined the prepositions in terms of two fundamental components.  

The first pertained to the spatial configuration between the entities involved, the trajector (TR) 

and the landmark (LM); the second concerned the function that the spatial orientation served, the 

functional element. 

Specifically, analysis of ‘alā revealed that it described spatial scenes that designated a TR 

in a vertical, higher than relation to the LM.  The functional component that is specific to ‘alā is 

that of support which subsumes contact.  These two components together, the spatial 

configuration plus the functional component, can explain the foundation for how ‘alā can 

describe the range of meanings that were found to comprise its semantic network.  In contrast, 

relying on spatial description alone (as in describing ‘alā to mean ‘higher than’ or 

‘superposition’) has fallen short in explaining the polysemy of ‘alā in extended senses, such as 

the state sense or the temporal proximity sense.  Similarly, abstracting the semantics of ‘alā to a 

‘coincide’ semantic value defined it too broadly to be distinguishable from other prepositions.  

The usefulness of the current analysis as informed by the dual paradigm of space and function 

explains meaning extensions within the network of ‘alā and differentiates it from other 

prepositions.   

Along the same lines, applying this approach to the analysis of fī showed that it described 

a spatial relation of a TR being located within the boundaries of a bounded LM, with a 
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containment function that holds between the two entities.  Conceptualizations related to 

boundaries and the containment function were especially significant in explaining the network of 

meanings that fī described.  The analysis showed that, contrary to some assumptions, fī is not so 

flexible to be congruous with any context.  Instead, it was found that fī with its containment 

function was compatible with scenarios where the LM was construable as an area with 

boundaries, a container of some sort.   

Two semantic networks were identified for the two prepositions, with each meaning 

being conceptually explained.  Providing conceptually rooted explanations was done in two 

ways: (1) by proposing possible spatial scenes that could have originally motivated the meaning 

extension and (2) by supporting such proposal by corpus sentences that represent bridging 

contexts.  For example, the covering sense ascribed for ‘alā was argued to arise from the 

embodied consequences of a recurrent spatial scene where an opaque TR being located higher 

than, in contact with, and obscuring the LM in addition to a viewing arrangement involving an 

on-stage viewer, often located higher than the TR.  This type of spatial scene is lexicalized in an 

abundance of corpus examples such as the following sentence repeated from Chapter 2: 

 

 والمفرش الدانتیال لم یزل على المائدة (4.1)
wa-l-mafrašu   d -dantilla   lam   yazal                    ‘ala        l -mā’idati 
and-the-cloth     the-lace        not   3MSG.still.JSV   on      the-dinning table 
And the lace tablecloth was still on the table  
 

I noted in my discussion that scenes like the above motivate the meaning extension when 

the construal contains the notion of the TR obscuring the LM, which becomes entrenched as an 

independent sense that speakers will utilize to express a covering meaning as in (4.2) below.  As 

such, the current analysis not only provided the rationale that motivated the covering meaning 
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extension but also explained linguistic representations of this conceptualization.  The use of 

possible bridging contexts that conceivably gave rise to the new meaning further asserts the 

conceptual motivations that underline meaning extension.  A substantially beneficial outcome of 

this approach is that, unlike the traditional dictionary view of random lists, it presents meaning as 

a conceptual link.   

Most importantly, not only did the analysis argue for scenes that gave rise to the 

meaning, showing the role of human conceptualization, but also convincingly demonstrated the 

independence of each meaning in the semantic memory.  For example, the independence of the 

covering sense is evidenced by the change of spatial configuration and absence of the 

requirement of the vertically higher-than relation between the TR and LM.  The TR and LM no 

longer need to be in a higher-than configuration for the covering meaning to hold.  The non-

dependence of this meaning on the higher-than scene attests to the entrenchment of this meaning 

in semantic memory.  That is Arabic speakers associate this meaning as specifically being 

expressible using ‘alā, yet they construe it as being different from ‘alā’s central denotations of 

vertical support/contact.  If the covering denotations were context-generated, any higher-than 

relation would have sufficed to express covering, but that is not the case.  For example, the 

particle fawq which expresses vertical elevation also, cannot replace ‘alā in the following 

examples representing the covering sense (repeated from Chapter 2): 

 

 النقاب على وجھھا (4.2)
an-niqābu     ‘alā    wajhi-ha 
the-veil           on      face-her 
The veil on her face 
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Notice the semantic anomaly of the sentence when ‘alā is replaced with fawqa in the following 

sentence: 

 

 النقاب فوق وجھھا ?? (4.3)
an-niqābu    fawqa      wajhi-hā 
the- veil       above       face-her 
??The veil above her face 

 

Geometrically, fawqa could describe a general orientation where an opaque TR could conceal 

part or all of a LM.  However, it is not utilized in Arabic to express this type of meaning, 

asserting this exclusive designation being associated with ‘alā.  Also, replacing ‘alā in the above 

example with fawqa revealed that covering is not just an implicature generated by the spatial 

scene of positive verticality, i.e., it is not a context-generated meaning due to the TR being 

higher than the LM. 

Notice also that not any scene with the TR intervening between the viewer and the LM is 

sufficient to describe a covering meaning, as can be gleaned from the semantic anomaly of the 

following sentences: 

 

 النقاب أمام وجھھا ?? (4.4)
an-niqābu    ’amāma        wajhi-hā 
the- veil      in front of      face-her 
??The veil in front of her face 
 

 النقاب بیني وبین وجھھا ?? (4.5)
an-niqābu       bayn -i       wa     bayna       wajhi-hā 
the- veil      between-me   and   between      face-her 
??The veil between me and her face 
 



227 
 

While the above sentences reflect the geometrically possible description of the spatial 

configuration between the TR, the LM, and the construer, they also demonstrate the inadequacy 

of description that relies solely on spatial geometry.   

The explanation provided by the current account offers thorough analysis that considers 

in addition to the role of spatial geometry, the saliency of the functional element.  Not just any 

higher than relation is going to extend into a covering sense sufficiently.  The functional element 

of contact and support plays a salient role in the development of the covering meaning.  Recall 

that support (as well as contact) is not restricted to vertical relations.  It follows then that the 

covering meaning is initially motivated by a higher-than relation but is firmly established by the 

functional element.  While both ‘alā and fawqa share a canonical scene of vertical elevation, 

they differ in terms of their functional element.  Hence, the functional element associated with 

‘alā, precisely the element of contact, sanctions the suitability of this preposition to mean 

covering the area of the LM that is in contiguity with the TR. 

This type of conceptually-informed explanation provides a unique, accurate analysis that 

taps into conceptual motivations in unprecedented ways at least when it comes to analysis of 

Arabic prepositions.  Furthermore, this type of analysis is supported by contrastive evidence 

from the language.  The argument constructed around the functional element and using minimal 

pairs along with comparisons to the proto-scene asserted the analysis that the covering sense is 

(1) uniquely belonging to ‘alā’s functional element and (2) independently instantiated in the 

semantic network of ‘alā.  As such, this meaning, like the remaining meanings in the networks, 

was explained in systematic ways that minimize reliance on the analyst's intuition and validate 

results methodologically.  The result is a systematic, motivated explanation for the many 

meanings associated with each preposition.  Compared to previous presentations, which varied 
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widely in the meanings assigned to ‘alā and fī, the current account provides a descriptively more 

accurate presentation of the many senses associated with these two prepositions. 

The usefulness of the CL approach to explaining prepositional semantics can be 

instructive to language learners and language instructors alike.  In fact, a growing line of 

research has been investigating the efficacy of CL-inspired explanations in the language 

classroom, specifically in the ESL and EFL environments.  CL-informed teaching materials have 

been shown to yield positive effects when it comes to learning and teaching English spatial language 

(e.g., Tyler, 2010; Wong, Zhao, & MacWhinney, 2018).  Also, the positive effects of using CL-

informed materials have been demonstrated in teaching other aspects of English grammar such as the 

modals (Tyler, Mueller, & Ho, 2010b), clause level constructions (Tyler, 2012; Tyler, Ho, & 

Mueller, 2011), tense and aspect (Kermer, 2016; Bielak & Pawlak, 2013), and phrasal verbs (White, 

2010; Mahpeykear, Tyler, Akiyama, & Jan, 2015).  Furthermore, in a very recent publication, 

Tyler, Huang, and Jan (2018) have surveyed studies that have successfully applied the principles 

of CL to investigate aspects of language as well as language learning and teaching.  The studies 

cover a broad range of linguistic investigations.  Some of these areas include the English article 

system (White, 2018), English conditional constructions (Jacobsen, 2018), Spanish prepositions 

(Kissling, Tyler, Warren, & Negrete, 2018), English subordination and coordination (Eskildsen, 

2018), to name a few.  These studies utilized CL approaches to analyses of several languages 

such as Dutch, French, German, and Spanish, in addition to English.  To my knowledge, this 

approach has not been tested with Arabic.  The applicability of CL analyses to inform teaching 

and material design of Arabic grammar is a fertile area of investigation with a lot to offer.  The 

present spatial analysis with the two semantic networks could benefit Arabic learners and 

classroom teachers of Arabic by better explaining the Arabic prepositions and their semantics.  
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The current analysis can be adapted to developing classroom teaching materials that are 

motivated, relatable, and embodied.   

Like any study, the current analysis is not without limitations.  For one, many 

prepositions participated in multi-word prepositional structures in the form of preposition-noun-

preposition (PNP) constructions such as على الرغم من ‘ala r-raɣmi min corresponding to the 

English discourse marker ‘despite/in spite of’.  Such PNP constructions were not considered in 

the current analysis.  The issue with such constructions is that they include two prepositions.  In 

some cases, one preposition is constant while another is replaceable as in بالرغم من bi-r-raɣmi min 

‘despite’.  Complex prepositional constructions that have come to serve functional roles are 

highly grammaticalized, and the meanings contributed by the units involved in the PNP 

construction are often bleached.  In theory, it might be argued that the meaning of such 

constructions could come from the interaction between the senses contributed by each unit in the 

construction.  This assumption could be put to scrutiny only by looking at the semantic networks 

of each of the participating units and examining which of their primary or extended senses 

participates in the current meaning.  This type of analysis has not been conducted so far and 

could prove challenging. However, grammaticalization analysis might be a more suitable route to 

examine PNP construction and how they have come possess the functional purpose they serve 

today (e.g., see Esseesy, 2010, Chapter 3).  Such analyses are beyond the scope of the present 

study. 

Additionally, it is possible that applying the PPM to phonologically reduced prepositional 

forms such as the bound forms ( -بـ   bi- ‘by, with’), ( -كـ   ka- ‘like, as’), and ( -لـ   li- ‘for, to’) could 

also prove challenging since many of them have been grammaticalized.  In their case, positing a 

semantic network might be more difficult, given that they developed grammatical functions and 
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became more functional than semantically contentful.  Also, their full lexical origins might not 

be always traceable.  However, it is possible to consider available classical texts for their earliest 

attested use such as Quran, for example.  Tyler (personal communication, May 28, 2018) 

contends that the same issue exists with some English prepositions and that examining the 

earliest attested meaning does not necessarily mean the etymological root but earliest 

documented use which could also be informative.  Moreover, the PPM utilizes several guidelines 

in addition to the guideline of earliest use.  In cases where the lexical origin is not recoverable or 

does not hold anymore, the rest of the guidelines should be considered towards corroborative 

evidence. 

4.2 Prepositional Inter-lexical Polysemy: Findings and Implications 

As I mentioned earlier, the analyses of ‘alā and fī revealed that they both designated state 

meanings.  I discussed this phenomenon under the pertinent senses, the state sense of ‘alā and 

the state sense of fī; in the earlier presentation, I further argued that they designated distinct types 

of states.  A close examination of the kinds of states that each preposition expressed revealed that 

they are related to the primary sense of the preposition and that the state meaning extensions are 

motivated by the functional element of the pertinent preposition.  This phenomenon has been 

termed inter-lexical polysemy (e.g., Evans, 2009, 2010, 2015). 

Vyvyan Evans (e.g., 2009, 2010, 2015) has recently discussed this phenomenon as a 

specific case of polysemy.  According to him, inter-lexical polysemy refers to the case where 

two different prepositions share some general semantic relatedness or have a common semantic 

representation, which is the state sense in this case.  See the following examples from his account 

(2015) representing the state sense in English: 
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(4.6) We are in love/shock/pain. ‘state’ 

(4.7) We are on alert/best behavior/the look-out/the run. ‘state’  

 

Although both prepositions have a ‘state’ meaning, the ‘state’ meanings in (a) and (b) 

denoted by the use of in and on are not equivalent.  The distinction between the two types of 

states, as Evans proposes, lies in their (a) semantic selectional tendencies (what words they co-

occur with) and (b) formal selectional tendencies (the constructions/word order they appear in).  

According to Evans (2015), the range of semantic arguments that the ‘state’ senses of in and on 

can take are in contrastive distribution.  While in indicates more controlling psycho-somatic 

states such as love and pain, on indicates an active, functioning type of state such as alertness 

and duty.  Accordingly, Evans contends that the semantic selectional tendencies reveal that the 

two prepositions designate different kinds of states, where in describes states that designate 

prevailing conditions while on describes states that designate active conditions.   

Like English on and in, Arabic ‘alā and fī exhibited a similar case of inter-lexical 

polysemy.  A close examination of their state designations showed that the two types of states 

associated with ‘alā and fī were distinguished given their semantic but not their structural 

selectional tendencies, as I will elaborate next. 

The semantic selectional tendencies associated with the states expressed by ‘alā revealed 

that it described two types of states, which I glossed [active states] and [supported states].  For 

example, sentences (4.8)–(4.9) show that ‘alā described states where the experiencer is in a 

temporary active state, glossed [active states].  By temporary, I mean a state that can be 

contrasted with regular or permanent states.  Indeed, the state of traveling or disagreeing with 

someone is not generally a long-term state. 
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 كنت على سفر (4.8)
kuntu        ‘alā   safarin 
was.1SG    on    travel 
I was travelling 
 

 إنھ على خالف مع عمھ (4.9)
’inna-hu   ‘alā    xilāfin             ma‘a    ‘ammi -hi 
that-he       on    disagreement   with      uncle-his 
He is on disagreement with his uncle 
 

In the next set of sentences, ‘alā designates states that can be understood metaphorically as being 

in a support relation, where a TR is supported by evidence (LM) (either for being true or false), 

which I glossed [supported states].  Consider the following examples, where the intended 

meaning is being right (4.10), being wrong (4.11), or being sure (4.12).  

 

 أنا على صواب (4.10)
’anā  ‘alā   ṣawābin 
 I         on    correct 
 I am right 
 

 كانت على خطأ (4.11)
kānat          ‘alā     xaṭa’in 
was.3FSG    on     incorrect 
She was wrong 
 

 وھي على ثقة بأن ابنتھا محمومة (4.12)
wa-hiya  ‘alā   θiqatin    bi -’anna     ibnata  -hā    maḥmūmatun 
and-she    on      surety      with-that    daughter-her     feverish 
She is confident that her daughter is feverish 
 

These semantic selectional tendencies are immediately related to ‘alā in terms of its functional 

elements of contact and support.  Contact with a surface can correlate with activity (see the 
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activity sense of ‘alā, Chapter 2, for a detailed discussion).  Similarly, contact sanctions the 

semantic selectional tendencies that enable ‘alā to mark the meaning designating [active state] 

(see also the state sense of ‘alā, Chapter 2).   

In the second set of sentences, the semantic selectional tendencies [supported states] do 

not directly relate to contact, but they do relate to support.  Although not immediately transparent 

from the English translations, the [supported states] described by ‘alā in (4.10)–(4.12) are similar 

in meaning to the English verbalizations that can be exemplified by the following possible 

sentence, for example: 

 

(4.13) His argument depends on facts. 

 

As for the states associated with fī, examining the state meanings associated with this 

preposition showed that it designates states that are perceived as surrounding emotional states.  

For example, the next sentence represents the use of fī to describe the state of being happy.  I 

gloss this type of states as representations of the [emotional state]. 

 

 كنت وقتھا في سعادة طفلة تعود إلى بیتھا (4.14)
kuntu      waqta-hā  fī   sa‘ādati    ṭiflatin           ta‘ūdu          ’ilā bayti-hā 
was.1SG  time-it     in  happiness child    3FSG.return.IPFV  to home-her 
I was at the time (in happiness) as happy as a child returning home 

 

Also, a second set of examples represented states that are seen not only as surrounding states but 

also as involuntary and inescapable such as being in a state of extreme poverty in (4.15) and 

being in a disastrous situation in (4.16).  I will gloss these as the [socio-interpersonal state] 

(borrowed from Evans (2015)). 



234 
 

 

 وعشت في أمریكا ثمانیة أعوام في فقر مدقع (4.15)
wa     ‘ištu        fī ’amrīkā   θamāniyata  ’a‘wāmin    fī   faqrin    mudqi‘in 
and  lived.1SG  in  America      eight          year.PL  in  poverty     flat 
And I lived in America for eight years in extreme poverty. 

 

 مصیبة.. زوجھا في مصیبة (4.16)
muṣībatun    zawju -hā  fī   muṣībatin 
disaster   husband-her   in   disaster 
Disaster.. Her husband is in a disaster 

 

Accordingly, semantic selectional tendencies associated with fī’s states can be explained in terms 

of surrounding emotional states as in the earlier example (4.14) representing the [emotional state] 

and the inescapable, involuntary states as in the latter set (4.15)–(4.16) representing the [socio-

interpersonal state].  Both of these semantic selectional tendencies are intimately connected to 

fī’s proto-scene of containment.  As I discussed in Chapter 3 (see my discussion of the functional 

element of containment), the function of containment marks several salient consequences, some 

of which are (1) being surrounded experientially by the atmosphere as well as physically by the 

boundaries of the container and (2) being located with surety.  These two consequences explain 

the types of state that fī describes.  In other words, the selectional semantics observed in the 

above sets of sentences are specific to fī and explainable given the containment image-schema. 

These semantic selectional tendencies are similar to the ones designated by English in.  

For example, Evans (2010) notes that in describes states of affairs that are inescapable such as 

being in love, or in pain.  Evans (2015) argues that these meanings are motivated by our 

understanding of the surrounding atmosphere or space within the container or LM. 

With regard to grammatical (i.e., structural) selectional tendencies, all of the examples 

occurred in similar constructions.  The states associated with both ‘alā (in the form of [active 
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state] and [supported state]) and fī (in the form of [emotional state] and [socio-interpersonal 

state] co-occurred mostly with nominal sentences consisting of a noun(phrase) or a pronoun 

followed by a modifying prepositional phrase.  This construction is compatible with the state 

sense since it expresses a stative meaning; its stative meaning corresponds to the present tense of 

the English copula as seen in the following examples of ‘alā and fī respectively, and their 

English translation (repeated from above): 

 

 أنا على صواب (4.17)
’anā   ‘alā   ṣawābin 
 I          on    correct 
 I am right 
 

 زوجھا في مصیبة (4.18)
zawju -hā       fī   muṣībatin 
husband-her   in   disaster 
Her husband is in a disaster 
 

In some other instances, the state sense occurred with a verb-containing sentence.  Nevertheless, 

the verbs involved were stative verbs such عشت ‘ištu ‘I lived’ in (4.15) and كنت kutu ‘I was’ 

in (4.8) and (4.14), hence maintaining the stative nature of the sentences.   

Thus, it appears that the formal selectional tendencies associated with ‘alā and fī in their 

designations of states do not reflect significant differences.  Evans (2015) notes that while a 

compilation of converging semantic and syntactic evidence is required, “successful application 

of only one of the two criteria will normally be sufficient to point to the likelihood of a distinct 

lexical concept” (p. 12).  Nevertheless, the failure to find evidence for formal selectional 

restrictions raises the question of whether this is a useful analysis for prepositions.   



236 
 

Despite his proposal regarding the usefulness of both semantic and structural selectional 

tendencies, Evans (e.g., 2009, 2010, 2015) did not specifically address the issue of structural 

selectional tendencies in any of his multiple publications on the inter-lexical polysemy of 

English in and on.  Based on the examples Evans discussed (in more than one account of inter-

lexical polysemy (e.g., We are in love and We are on red alert), both types of states belonging to 

in and on co-occurred in simple clause structures consisting of a pronoun subject, a copula 

(which is always a variation of the verb be), and the prepositional phrase of in or on plus the 

prepositional object.  According to his examples, the two types of states occurred in the same 

construction and that the structural selectional tendencies associated with the two prepositions 

bear no differences at least based on his examples.  Moreover, it is notable that the simple 

copular clause structures seen with both types of English states are similar to what was observed 

with the Arabic states associated with ‘alā and fī.  In both languages, the state denotations 

appeared in constructions that are compatible with a stative meaning.  The commonality between 

both types of states in both languages, i.e., that they appear in similar constructions, speaks to the 

possible contribution of this construction to the state meaning.  

Recall that the state meanings associated with both ‘alā and fī co-occurred in either non-

verbal sentences or verbal sentences containing stative verbs, which points in the direction of 

constructional meaning contribution.  The absence of syntactic selectional tendencies that 

distinguish between the states designated by ‘alā and those designated by fī, and co-occurrence 

of both types of states in similar clause-level structures suggests that this meaning may be 

compositionally constructed.  That is the state meaning is formed as a result of the integration of 

both the lexical units (including the preposition) and the syntactic construction in which these 
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units appear.  The semantic nature of the state denotations expressed by ‘alā and fī is coherent 

with the type of stative structures discussed.   

The idea that the state meaning is partially contributed by the construction does not 

undermine the analysis presented here, nor does it undermine the role of the preposition.  On the 

contrary, it is in line with the tenets of CL.  As discussed earlier, two of the important principles 

of CL is that language is a system of form-meaning mapping, and that linguistic units of various 

complexity are meaningful.  Like other types of linguistic forms, clause-level constructions 

represent a type of form that is connected to a conventionalized meaning.  Goldberg (e.g., 1995) 

has argued, for example, that English constructions are meaningful and that the semantics of 

verbs match the prototypical meanings of the syntactic construction they appear in.  I argue that 

the co-occurrence of Arabic state meanings in constructions with a stative nature supports the CL 

view that language is systematically motivated. 

To summarize this section, examining the states associated with ‘alā and fī, it was found 

that they indeed reflected two different lexical profiles.  Evidence for this distinction comes 

mainly from the semantic components they described.  The semantic selectional tendencies 

observed in the states associated with ‘alā and fī above are distinguishably consistent with 

consequences that are specific to each preposition.  ‘Alā designates the lexical concepts [active 

state] and [supported state] whereas fī designates the lexical concepts [emotional state] and 

[socio-interpersonal state].  Where the structural components of their lexical profiles were 

concerned, ‘alā and fī occurred in similar constructions.  This is explainable given the 

compatibility of stative verbs/constructions with the state meanings being expressed.  With this 

being said, the area of inter-lexical polysemy warrants further analysis to examine the shared 

semantics between ‘alā and fī.   
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The role of constructions in meaning is worth further examination and research.  

ArabiCorpus is not a tagged corpus, which makes it difficult to specify search terms.  A tagged 

corpus can help search for and locate tokens based on specific search criteria such as non-verbal 

construction or constructions with certain types of verbs such as stative verbs.  The availability 

of such a corpus would enable Arabic linguists to make stronger claims about the range of 

constructions related to particular meanings.  For example, it is not certain if other types of 

verbs, beyond stative verbs, can participate in state meanings.  Hence, research examining the 

role of clause-level constructions as well as verb-preposition constructions could address the 

claims made here, and enable us to more elaborately consider the types of verbs that could co-

occur with the stative meanings.  This is not to mention the potential facilitative role of a tagged 

corpus in enhancing research on Arabic linguistics in general.  This calls for the efforts of Arabic 

linguists and computational linguists to collaborate towards compiling such a corpus. 

Another possible area for research that concerns inter-lexical polysemy is the potential 

for this type of polysemy to exist between the prepositions in the current analysis and 

prepositions or particles with which they share similar semantics.  The prepositions ‘alā and fī 

have been discussed in relations to other spatial particles with which they appear to share similar 

semantics such as particles such as fawqa ‘above/over’ in relation to ‘alā and the preposition bi- 

‘with/by/at’ in relation to fī.  These two prepositions, fawqa and bi-, have been shown to be 

closely related to ‘alā and fī respectively (see my discussion on relations to other spatial particles 

in Chapter 2 and Chapter 3).  For example, I discussed in Chapter 2, that fawqa, despite its 

unique designations, shares some semantic denotations with ‘alā, specifically the component of 

vertical elevation.  I showed that fawqa is different as it does not require contact although it 

could describe spatial scenes that include contact.  However, in such cases, contact would be 
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backgrounded, and the vertical relation would be in focus.  Based on this inter-relatedness 

between fawqa and ‘alā, it is possible that the two prepositions could display some shared 

extended semantics in the form of inter-lexical polysemy.  However, for this hypothesis to be 

asserted or rejected, there needs to exist analysis of the semantic network of fawqa.  Similarly, it 

is possible fī and bi- exhibit an instance of inter-lexical polysemy between some of their 

extended senses given their close locational denotations, although fī denoted containment-

motivated scenes (i.e., a TR being located interior to and within the boundaries of a LM) whereas 

bi- denoted a more general spatial description, i.e., a TR spatially coinciding with a LM.  Such 

analysis would require examining the full semantic network of bi-.  

This type of comparative prepositional analysis can further advance our understanding of 

‘alā and fī in relation to other particles/prepositions.  However, examining the full semantic 

networks for the potential prepositions/particles is beyond the scope of this dissertation.  

4.3 Verb-preposition Collocations and Meaning Contribution  

In Arabic, prepositions such as ‘alā and fī participate in verb-preposition collocations.  

Many of these collocations were present in the corpus, and some of the senses described for ‘alā 

and fī were not solely lexicalized by the target preposition.  In many cases, the described 

meaning was lexicalized by a collocation consisting of the combination of a verb and the target 

preposition.  Thus, an area that warrants discussion regards the meaning contributed by the two 

units involved in these collocations, i.e., the verb and the preposition. 

There are several lines of linguistic evidence that can be considered to understand the 

meaning contributed by each of the two units involved in the collocation.  In this section, I will 

discuss the types of evidence that can be used to examine the meaning contribution issue.  
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4.3.1 Meaning contribution based on verb argument structure 

The first line of evidence comes from examining whether the preposition is required in all 

forms or whether the verb has the default argument built in as part of its semantics.  In order to 

tease apart whether the preposition is required or not, a type of nominalization test can be 

considered.  Specifically, by applying إضافة ’iḍāfa ‘annexation’ to a nominalized form of the 

verb, we can test for the default arguments of the verb.  The annexation test can be illustrated 

using the contrast between the verbs سكن sakana ‘resided’ and عاش ‘āša ‘lived’.  Consider the 

following possible sentences: 

 

 سكن في المنزل32 (4.19)
sakana              fi   l-manzil 
resided.3MSG  in  the house 
He resided in the house 
 

 عاش في ألمانیا (4.20)
‘āša               fī   ’almānya 
lived.3MSG  in   Germany 
He lived in Germany 

 

A nominalized form of the verb سكن sakana ‘resided’ is the noun سكان sukkānun 

‘residents’.  This form can possibly be annexed to the prepositional object المنزل al-manzilu ‘the 

house’ hence the acceptable phrase:  

 

 

                                                
32	It is important to note that the same meaning can also be expressed without fī as in: 
 

جمیال منزال سكن  
sakan           manzilan  jaīIlan 
lived.3MSG   house    beautiful 
He lived (in) a beautiful house 
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  سكان المنزل (4.21)
sukkānu         l-manzili  
resident.PL  the-house 
the residents of the house’ 
 

The fact that the nominal form سكان sukkānun ‘residents’ can be annexed to the 

prepositional object المنزل al-manzilu ‘the house’ reflects that the location argument is provided 

by the verb and is part of its semantics.  Therefore, the preposition fī is not required to follow the 

nominalized form.  In contrast, using the same process with the verb عاش ‘āša ‘lived’ can 

demonstrate that it yields a semantically anomalous phrase when the preposition fī is dropped: 

 

(4.22) ?? معیشة ألمانیا   
ma‘īšatu  ’almānya  
living        Germany 
??Living Germany 

 

The nominalized form معیشة ma‘īšatun cannot be annexed to the location Germany in the 

absence of the locational descriptor fī.  So for the above phrase to be semantically felicitous, fī 

must be used to designate the location of living; hence the acceptability of the following phrase: 

 

 المعیشة في ألمانیا (4.23)
al-ma‘īšatu   fī  ’almānya  
the-living     in   Germany 
Living in Germany 
 

Some of the senses described for ‘alā and fī which were lexicalized together with a verb 

provide suitable examples to apply this test.  Mainly, there were two senses associated with ‘alā 

(the examining sense and the preference sense) and one sense associated with fī (the conceptual 
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target sense) that were lexicalized in the form of prepositional verbs and were not present in 

forms represented only by the target preposition.   

Examples from the examining sense associated with ‘alā represented by the prepositional 

verbs على تفرج  tafarraja ‘alā ‘watched’,  نظرة علىألقى  ’alqā naOratan ‘alā ‘examined’, and على اطلع  

iṭṭala‘a ‘alā ‘went over/examined’ raise the question of how much meaning is contributed by the 

verb and the preposition.  Some of these examples are repeated here. 

 

 أرید أن أتفرج على واجھات المحالت (4.24)
’urīdu                  ’an   ’atafarraja            ‘alā        wājihāti             l -maḥallāti 
1SG.want.IPFV   that  1SG.watch.IPFV    on   front window.PL   the-store.PL 
I want to go window-shopping 
 

  نفسھ في المرآةدما ألقى نظرة أخیرة على وعن (4.25)
wa-‘inda-mā   ’alqā              naOratan  ’axīratan ‘alā    nafsi-hi    fī   l -mir’ati  
and   at -that    threw.3MSG    look            final     on     self-his    in   the-mirror  
And when he glanced at himself in the mirror one last time, 
 
 كان یبدو أنیقا جًدا
 kāna              yabdū                        ’anīqan    jiddan 
was.3MSG    3MSG.appear.IPFV   elegant    very 
he looked very elegant 
 

 أرید أن أطلع على الكتاب  (4.26)
’urīdu                  ’an         ’aṭṭali‘a        ‘ala   l-kitābi  
1SG.want.IPFV   that  1SG.look.IPFV   on   the-book 
I want to look at the book 
 
 الذي طرد بسببھ أدھم
llaði                          ṭurida                       bi-sababi-hi      ’adhamu 
which.MSG     expel.PASS.3MSG         with-reason-it       Adham 
because of which Adham was fired 
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To answer the question about meaning contribution, this is a suitable opportunity to use the إضافة 

’iḍāfa ‘annexation’ test.  Applying the ’iḍāfa test to the verb على تفرج  tafarraja ‘alā ‘watched’ 

yield the following example which is semantically infelicitous: 

 

(4.27) ?? واجھات المحالت فرجة  
furjatu              wājihāti              l-maḥallāti 
watching     front window.PL   the-store.PL 
??Watching the front windows of the stores 

 

Also, applying the ’iḍāfa test to the verb  نظرة علىألقى  ’alqā naOratan ‘alā ‘examined’ yielded the 

following phrase which is semantically infelicitous: 

 

(4.28) ?? نظر نفسھ إلقاء  
’ilqā’u       naOari      nafsi-hi 
throwing  eye sight  self-him 
??Throwing his own eye sight  
 

Applying the test to the verb and على اطلع  iṭṭala‘a ‘alā ‘went over/examined’ resulted in the 

below phrase which is also infelicitous: 

 

(4.29) ?? الكتاب إطالع  
’iṭṭilā‘u      l-kitābi 
viewing    the-book 
??Viewing the book 

 

Note that the examining sense of ‘alā is always lexicalized by both a verb along with the 

preposition ‘alā and is not found in examples that can be expressed solely by ‘alā.  However, the 

’iḍāfa test does not seem to reflect that the presence of the preposition is contingent on the 

presence of the verb.  Yet, the results of the test assert that the preposition is required for this 
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meaning.  The verbs على تفرج  tafarraja ‘alā ‘watched’,  نظرة علىألقى  ’alqā naOratan ‘alā 

‘examined’, and على اطلع  iṭṭala‘a ‘alā ‘went over/examined’ can occur with ‘alā but when this is 

the case, they do not include the object of examining as part of their semantics.  Accordingly, the 

preposition ‘alā is essentially required for expressing the meaning of examining. 

Another set of examples to test for meaning contribution comes from the preference 

sense associated with ‘alā.  The preference sense is another instance of an extended sense that is 

lexicalized by both the verb and the preposition ‘alā.  Some of the examples of the preference 

sense are repeated here. 

 

راإذن أنت تفضل إیطالیا على إنجلت (4.30)  
’iðann  ’anta   tufaḍḍilu                  ’īṭālyā  ‘alā ’ingiltrā 
    so      you   2MSG.prefer.IPFV    Italy     on   England 
So you prefer Italy over England 
 

 والصدیق ال یخفي سرا عن صدیقھ  (4.31)
wa-ṣ-ṣadīqu      lā               yuxfī            sirran  ‘an    ṣadīqi-hi  
and-the-friend   not  3MSG.hide.IPFV  secret  from  friend-his  
And a friend does not keep a secret for his friend 
 
 ویؤثره على نفسھ
wa-          yu’θiru         -hu   ‘alā  nafsi-hi 
and-3MSG.favor.IPFV-him  on    self-his 
and favors him over himself 
 

Note that this is a comparative construction of sorts in which both the entity being 

preferred and the less preferred entity are mentioned.  Applying the test to the verbs expressing 

preference  ُفضلت  tufaḍḍilu and یؤثر yu’θiru in the above sentences yielded the following results: 

 

إنجلترا تفضیل (4.32)  
tafḍilu      ’ingiltrā 
prefering  England 
Prefering England 
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نفسھ إیثار (4.33)  
’īθāru       nafsi-hi 
favoring   self-him 
Favoring himself 
 

The above phrases are semantically felicitous.  However, they designate preferring or favoring 

an entity not the entity being dispreferred.  Hence, in the absence of the prepositional phrase, 

only one entity is mentioned.  In this construction, the entity mentioned is interpreted as the one 

being preferred.  As such, these phrases mean the opposite of the meaning in the original 

examples.  For example, (4.32) means that England is the preferred entity, whereas the original 

meaning in (4.30) is one where England is the entity that another is preferred over.  This suggests 

that the dispreferred entity is not part of the semantics of the verb فّضل faḍḍala ‘preferred’, and 

that the preposition ‘alā is required for expressing the full, comparative meaning of preference, 

specifically to articulate the entity that is being dispreferred. 

The third set of examples to test for meaning contribution comes from the conceptual 

target sense associated with fī.  The conceptual target sense was lexicalized by prepositional 

verbs such as ظر فين  naOara fī ‘looked into’ and بحث في baḥaθa fī ‘researched/studied’.  Some of 

the examples are repeated here. 

 

  دعوة كل القرى إلى إرسال وفود الجتماع (4.34)
da‘watu  kulli     l- qurā        ’ilā   ’irsāli       wufūdin          li- jtimā‘in 
inviting    all    the-town.PL  to   sending  delegation.PL  for-meeting 
Inviting all the towns to send delegations to a meeting, 
 
 یعقد في المستقبل للنظر في المسألة
        yu‘qadu           fi    l-mustaqbali    li-  n-  naOari   fi  l-mas’alah 
3MSG.hold.SBJV  in   the-future       for-the-looking  in  the-matter 
to be held in the future to look into the matter 
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 إن ھناك فارقا كبیرا بین "المسرح السیاسي" (4.35)
’inna   hunāka  fāriqan    kabīran  bayna    l- masraḥi   s- siyāsiyyi 
verily   there    difference   big     between  the-theatre  the-political  
Verily, there is a big difference between the political theatre 
 

"مسرح التسییس" ال مجال اآلن للبحث فیھو  
wa  masrahi     t -tasyīsi         lā    majāla   al’āna   li- l- baḥθi      fī-hi 
and  theatre  the-politicizing  not   space      now    for-the-search  in-it 
and the politicizing theatre, but there is no time to delve into it now. 
 

Applying the test to the verbs in the above examples yielded the following results: 

 

 نظر المسألة?? (4.36)
naOaru l-mas’alati 
looking the-matter 
??Looking the matter 

 

المسرحینبین  بحث الفارق (4.37)  
baḥθu               l-fāriqi            bayna    l-masraḥayni 
Researching  the-difference  between  the-theatre.DU 
The research of the difference between the two types of theatre 

 

The results show that the two verbs differ in terms of passing the test of iḍāfah.  The phrase with 

the verb نظر naOara ‘looked’ yielded an infelicitous phrase, which suggests that this verb does 

not include a built-in argument for the objects of examining or researching.  On the other hand, 

the verb بحث baḥaθa ‘searched’ yielded a semantically acceptable phrase.  Here, the nominalized 

form of the verb indicates a reference to the actual research conducted on the topic of the 

difference between two types of theatre.  Hence, although the results vary in terms of whether the 

preposition is required or not in a certain expression, at least some of the examples representing 

this meaning still required the preposition for expressing the meaning of conceptual examination 

associated with fī.  Thus, in our attempt to systematically accounted for the meanings associated 

with prepositions, this test provides additional evidence which teases out instances in which the 
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preposition in conjunction with a particular verb (or set of verbs) expresses an extended meaning 

and when the semantics of a particular verb independently express the argument. 

4.3.2 Meaning contribution based on contrastive verb-preposition collocations 

As mentioned earlier, in many verb-preposition collocations, the same verb can be paired 

with different prepositions, giving rise to different construals.  In this case, the semantic 

contribution of the preposition can be gleaned from the possible, contrastive verb-preposition 

collocational combinations.  For example, the verb ساعد sā‘ada ‘helped’ can collocate with ‘alā 

to form the collocation ساعد على sā‘ada ‘alā.  It can also collocate with fī to form the collocation 

 sā‘ada fī.  The collocation of the verb and ‘alā denotes a meaning of providing help that ساعد في

could be construed as supporting someone towards accomplishing a task or a goal whereas the 

collocaiton with the verb and fī denotes providing help in the form of contributing.  I will discuss 

each collocation and the two different construals below. 

The next two examples from the corpus represent some of the scenarios where the 

collocation ساعد على sā‘ada ‘alā is used to construe help in the form of support.  For 

instance, (4.38) describes an agent helping someone climb a wall by pulling him by his jacket, 

and (4.39) describes an agent helping someone get up.  Both these scenes describe actions where 

the person being helped is construed as receiving support, a meaning that is consistent with 

‘alā’s functional element of support.  The meaning of spatial support is extended to the meaning 

manifestations seen in this type of collocation.   

 

 أمسك بھ من سترتھ یساعده على الصعود (4.38)
’amsaka         bi –hi       min  sutrati-hi         yusā‘idu     -hu      ‘ala    ṣ-ṣu‘ūdi 
held.3MSG  with-him  from  jacket-his 3MSG.help.IPFV-him   on  the-climbing 
He held him by the jacket, to help him climb 
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 ساعدتھ على النھوض (4.39)
sā‘adat         -hu   ‘ala   n-nuhūḍi 
helped.3FSG-him  on   the-getting up 
She helped him get up 

  

Support does not necessarily have to be provided by an agent as in the above two 

examples.  In (4.40) below, the scene is slightly different with support being construed in the 

form of an act that facilitates another: the act of reading verses from Quran is construed as 

having a supporting effect that facilitates better sleep.  Similarly, in (4.41), the character is 

contemplating reasons that made it easier for her to forget a previous love, with her lover having 

a different religion as being the reason that helped her forget the relation.  In other words, having 

a different religion facilitated the process of emotional recovery and provided support for it. 

 

 اقرأ بعض آیات القرآن لتساعدك على النوم (4.40)
iqra’                 ba‘ḍa  ’āyāti          l-qu’āni    li-    tusā‘ida     -ka      ‘ala  n-nawmi 
2SG.read.IMP  some  verse.PL  the-Quran  to-3FSG.help.IPFV-you  on  the-sleeping 
Read some Quran verses to help you sleep 

 

 ھل ھو اختالف الدیانة الذي ساعدھا على النسیان؟ (4.41)
hal  huwa  ixtilāfu      d-diyānati  llaðī   sā‘ada        -hā   ‘ala   n-nisyāni       
Q      it    difference  the-religion  that  helped.3MSG-her  on  the-forgetting 
Is it the difference in religion that helped her forget? 

 

The above examples with the collocation sā‘ada ‘alā describe scenes that are different 

from those described by the collocation sā‘ada fī as exemplified in the below examples.  Here, 

the collocation sā‘ada fī describes help of the type that can be seen in the form of contribution or 

participation.  
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تني في الطبخ الیومحبیبتي وفاء ساعد (4.42)  
ḥabībat-ī   wafā’   sā‘adat      -nī       fi    ṭ-ṭabxi         l-yawma   
love-my   Wafa    helped.3FSG-me  in  the-cooking  the-day 
My dear Wafa helped me with cooking today 

 

 ساعدھا في نفض الغبار عن كل قطعة منھا  (4.43)
sā‘ad-hā                  fī          nafḍi       l-ɣubāri ‘an     kulli  qiṭ‘atin   min-ha 
helped.3MSG-her  in   shaking off   the-dust  from every    piece   from-her 
He helped her shake the dust off every part of her 

 

In the above two examples, the task being helped with can receive contribution or participation 

from the agent providing the help.  To illustrate, (4.42) describes a scene of someone helping 

with the task of cooking, and (4.43) describes someone helping another shake dust off herself.  

These actions can be helped with in the sense that an agent can help a person by carrying out the 

same action with him/her.  The meaning of participating in the act of helping or contributing to it 

is lexicalized by the preposition fī in contrast to simply a meaning of help without further 

specification.  For example, consider, by comparison, the same sentence in (4.44) in the absence 

of the phrase في الطبخ fi ṭ-ṭabxi ‘in cooking’: 

 

ساعدتني حبیبتي وفاء (4.44)  
ḥabībat-ī  wafā’  sā‘adat      -ni  
love-my  Wafa  helped.3FSG-me   
My dear Wafa helped me 

 

Here the sentence describes a person helping another.  By comparison, in (4.42), the sentence 

describes a person helping another by participating in the same task, where the meaning of 

involvement or participation is denoted by the preposition fī. 
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 Another contrastive set of a verb-preposition collocations is found with the verb خاف xāfa 

‘to fear’.  This verb collocates with the preposition ‘alā in خاف على xāfa ‘alā ‘feared for/worried 

about’ as in the below example from the corpus.  In this example, the speaker expresses his 

worry over his children:  

 

 أنا أخاف على أوالدي (4.45)
’anā     ’axāfu          ‘alā   ’awlad- ī  
I   1SG.fear.IPFV     on  child.pL-my 
I fear for my children 

 

On the other hand, when the same verb collocates with the preposition من min ‘from’, the 

meaning is that of fearing or being scared of an entity as in the following example from the 

corpus: 

 

روىكان الكل یخاف من أ (4.46)  
kāna           l-kullu            yaxāfu           min  ’arwā  
was.3MSG  the-all  3MSG.fear.IPFV  from  Arwa 
Everyone feared Arwa 

 

See the below example with both collocation side by side: 

 

 أنا ال أخاف من كل شي.. أنا أخاف على أوالدي (4.47)
’anā  lā       ’axāfu           min     kulli  šay’in  ’anā     ’axāfu          ‘alā   ’awlad- ī  
I      not  1SG.fear.IPFV  from  every  thing       I   1SG.fear.IPFV  on  child.pL-my 
I am not scared of everything... I am scared for my children 

 

Comparing the two collocations خاف على xāfa ‘alā ‘feared for’ and خاف من xāfa min 

‘feared/became afraid of’ illustrates the meanings contributed by the prepositions.  In the earlier 

collocation, ‘alā’s prepositional object is the target of worry or fear; on the other hand, in the 

latter colloctin with min, the prepositional object designates the source or reason of fear. 
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As seen from the forgoing discussion, contrastive examples with possible verb-

preposition pairings demonstrate the different meanings contributed by the different prepositions: 

the change in preposition corresponds to change in construal.  It is important to note that, in this 

case of verb-preposition collocations, the meaning of the collocation is highly compositional and 

hence inferable from the meanings denoted by the two components.  Accordingly, the meaning 

denoted by the preposition is obvious and assertable. 

4.3.3 Meaning contribution based on verb-preposition semantic unity 

In many cases of verb-preposition collocations, the meaning contributed by each of the 

two units involved in the collocation is not transparent or separable.  This is especially the case 

with verb-preposition collocations that have formed idiomatic meaning as in prepositional verbs 

like حصل على ḥaṣala ‘alā ‘obtained. In such a case, one test that demonstrates the semantic unity 

of the collocation comes from a battery of tests mentioned by O’Dowd (1988), originally 

designed to distinguish between English particles and prepositions (p. 15).  According to this 

test, distinguishing verb-particle constructions (phrasal verbs) from verb-PP constructions can be 

demonstrated using the verb substitution test (O’Dowd, 1988, p. 15).  That is, successful 

substitution of the verb-preposition pairing with one verb attests to the inseparable semantics of 

the composite form and its status as a phrasal verb.  For example, the meaning of the phrasal 

verb turn off can be substituted with or expressed by the verb extinguish in The light was turned 

off; hence, The light was extinguished.  Similarly, the verb substitution test can be applied to 

Arabic prepositional verbs to demonstrate that the two units, the verb and the preposition, can be 

expressed by one verb.  For example, the prepositional verb حصل على ḥaṣal ‘alā ‘obtained’ can 

be expressed by the verb اكتسب iktasaba ‘won/obtained’.  This attests to the semantic unity of the 

collocation as a whole and that the meanings denoted by the verb and the preposition are not 
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synchronically transparent or compositionally inferable.  Similarly, we saw under my discussion 

of the prepositional verb نظر في naOara fī ‘examined’ that it may be substituted for by a single 

unit, the verb درس darasa ‘studied’.  The substitution test demonstrates the semantic unity and 

merger in meaning of the verb and preposition.   

Even within this group of verbs, there is a degree of variability in terms of how 

discernable the meaning contributed by the preposition is.  For example, the meaning of 

examining designated by the prepositional verb نظر في naOara fī could be conceptually inferred.  

As mentioned earlier, looking inside an entity such as a box correlates with discovering or 

finding (see my discussion in Section 3.2.3.3.5, Chapter 3).  To some extent, the meaning 

contributed by the preposition fī is still recoverable.  On the other hand, this is not the case with 

the prepositional verb حصل على ḥaṣal ‘alā ‘obtained’.  It is often arguable that it is not clear 

whether ‘alā contributes any meaning to this prepositional verb.  However, the verb حصل ḥaṣal 

in isolation no longer expresses the meaning ‘obtained’ and rather designates a different meaning 

which is ‘happened’.  Accordingly, while ‘alā appears to contribute to the meaning ‘obtain’, the 

exact contribution is not clear.   

I argue that conceptual (and historical) motivation can explain the meaning of even the 

more ostensibly opaque cases of prepositional verbs.  While in some cases, the meaning 

contributed by the preposition is less obvious, this does not necessarily mean that the preposition 

does not add to the overall meaning.  Following the analyses of English phrasal verbs proposed 

by Mahpeykar (2014), I argue that the answer to explaining the claimed opacity of some of the 

Arabic prepositional verbs lies in examining the polysemy networks of the two components that 

make up these composite units, i.e., the verb and the preposition.   
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Mahpeykar (2014) analyzed 16 English phrasal verbs based on a corpus study.  In her 

analysis, she examined the polysemy networks of both the verb and preposition participating in 

each phrasal verb.  She found that the meanings of the prepositional verbs examined were 

compositionally constructed by an established meaning of the verb combining with one of the 

meanings of the preposition.  She explained that the embodied basis of meaning that underlies 

verbs and prepositions informed the composite meaning, revealing that the meanings of the 

phrasal verbs she examined is far from arbitrary and can be systematically explained.  For 

example, in her analysis of the phrasal verb take over, she explains that: 

 

[t]his sense is … derived from the central sense [of the verb] and denotes that the TR is 

assuming some control or responsibility over the LM. Take indicates possession or 

control of an object as a result of an embodied experience of getting hold of the object. 

The particle denotes the extended Control Sense in which the TR exerts power and 

influence over the LM. In addition, the particle designates a sense of transferring the TR 

from the previous source of power to a new source. Thus, in this construal the particle 

exhibits double resonance of control and transfer from one source to another, featuring 

both senses. (Mahpeykar, 2014, pp. 133-134)  

 

I believe that applying this type of analysis to the semantics of Arabic prepositional verbs 

can enlighten our understanding of these constructions.  Let us return to the prepositional verb 

 ḥaṣala synchronically means حصل ḥaṣala ‘alā ‘obtained’ as an example.  The verb حصل على

‘happened’ when in isolation.  At first glance it is not clear how the meaning ‘happened’ in 

combination with ‘alā could be contributing to the overall meaning ‘obtain’.  However, the 
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relationship between the two and meaning contributed by ‘alā can be explained when we apply 

the analysis followed by Mahpeykar (2014). 

First, let us start by discussing the polysemy of the verb حصل ḥaṣala.  While a principled 

polysemy analysis of the meanings associated with this verb is preferred, I will rely on a sample 

of derivative nouns and verbs that are based on the verbal root to give a picture of its meaning 

spectrum.  As I mentioned earlier, the verb حصل ḥaṣala synchronically means ‘happened’ as in 

the following example from the corpus: 

 

 وعدھا أال یخبر والدتھا وأختھا عما حصل (4.48)
wa‘ada-hā         ’alla         yuxbira      wālidata-hā  wa ’uxta-hā  ‘ammā   ḥaṣala 
promised.3MSG not  3MSG.tell.IPFV mother-her  and  sister-her  what  happened.3MSG 
He promised her not to tell her mother and her sister about what happened 
 

Also, this verb has a more complex meaning according to the classical dictionary Lisān Al-Arab 

(Ibn Manẓūr, 1970).  According this dictionary, the verb root حصل ḥaṣala is described as having 

the following complex meaning: 

 

 بقي وثبت وذھب ما سواه (4.49)
    baqiya              wa      θabata               wa      ðahaba       mā    siwā-hu 
remained.3MSG  and  sustained.3MSG  and  went.3MSG  what  other-it 
Remained and sustained while the rest was removed 

 

I argue that this meaning is the result of an embodied experience revolving around the process of 

collecting and separating grains.  I further argue that this primary meaning along with the 

embodied experience I am about to describe are key in understanding the meaning of the 

prepositional verb being discussed.  The embodied basis that will be proposed here can be 

asserted given the meanings of some of the derivative words linked to the trilateral root ل-ص-ح  
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ḥ-ṣ-l.  For example, some of these words are (1) الَحْصل alḥaṣl meaning grains that fall on a 

threshing floor after threshing and winnowing; and (2) الَحَصل alḥaṣl meaning scattered premature 

dates that fall from a palm tree (Ibn Manẓūr, 1970).  While these forms are dated and are no 

longer commonly used, some of the more synchronically common derived forms are (1) the noun 

 haṣṣala meaning collected or حّصلَ  al-maḥṣūl meaning ‘harvest’ and (2) the verb المحصول

gathered.  It can be gleaned from these derived forms that some of the meanings expressed by 

this verb are fell, gathered, sustained, happened, and accumulated.  Specifically, the meaning fell 

appears to be central to this verb.  This is demonstrable by their replaceability in the following 

sentences: 

 

حصل لھ حادث  (4.50)  
ḥaṣala                     la-hu      ḥādiθun   
happened.3MSG  for-him  accident 
An accident happened to him 

 

 وقع لھ حادث (4.51)
waqa‘a         la-hu     ḥādiθun   
fell.3MSG  for-him  accident 
An accident fell upon him 

 

The above spectrum of meanings associated with the form  ّلحص  haṣṣala tells the story of 

embodied semantics, which can explain the composite meaning of the prepositional verb  حصل

 revolves around harvest and grains and describes how حصل على ḥaṣala ‘alā.  The meaning of على

grain was gathered and separated before the existence of machinery.  Until relatively recently, 

threshing or removing the grain of wheat or barley from the stalk was done on a flat area of hard 

dirt or rock where grain could be knocked off the stalk either by hand, by stomping on it by feet, 

or by driving cattle over it.  To separate the grains further, winnowing, i.e., separating the mixed-
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up pile of grain and husk, was done by picking up the threshed crop with a farmer’s fork and 

throwing it up into the air.  As a result, the wind would blow the light pieces of the stalk to the 

side. The end result is a scene where the grains fall to the hard, threshing ground (the verb 

meaning ‘fall’ is central to this scene) and gradually accumulates on the hard, threshing ground 

(the action is grounded in this location through the meaning contributed by ‘alā) with the stalk 

blown off to the side. It is only when the entire process is completed that the farmer ‘obtains’ the 

clean grain.   

This embodied experience suggests that the meaning of the collocation حصل على ḥaṣala 

‘alā is motivated by the semantics of the verb and the preposition, together meaning to 

accumulate on a surface.  With the meaning of the verb primarily describing a process of 

collecting and accumulating, the preposition represents the meaning component of a surface on 

which the process is completed.  There can be no successful process of threshing without a 

threshing surface.  Hence, a key component in this spatial scene is the LM or surface which 

provides support for the activity.   

Generally, the issue of prepositional verbs has received a lot of attention in English, and 

several tests have been suggested to differentiate between prepositions and particles and to 

evaluate the semantic and syntactic tightness between the verb and the preposition. The issue 

remains understudied when it comes to Arabic.  The absence of semantic and syntactic tests that 

could screen for the verb-preposition unity in prepositional verbs versus verb-PP structures and 

that are specific to Arabic calls for attention and warrants future research. 

In a final note to sum this chapter, it can be said that while the analysis presented in this 

dissertation described the detailed polysemy of ‘alā and fī in unprecedented ways, a significant 

amount of research is still warranted before the entire territory occupied by Arabic spatial 
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expressions is said to be fully explored.  The rest of the Arabic prepositions and particles are yet 

to be explained in motivated ways. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A 

• List of works and number of words that make up the Modern Literature corpus: 

 with 38,485 words رائحة البحر  :ریم بسیوني

 with 40,042 words مدبولي  :ریم بسیوني

 with 98,580 words ال أحد ینام في االسكندریة  :إبراھیم عبد المجید

األسواني عالء  with 55,191 words عمارة یعقوبیان  :

 with 77,026 words شیكاجو  :عالء األسواني

 with 28,391 words تاكسي  :خالد الخمیسي

 with 35,579 words میرامار  :نجیب محفوظ

 with 13,742 words الكرنك :نجیب محفوظ

 with 6,276 words صدى النسیان  :نجیب محفوظ

صداء السیرة الذاتیة أ :نجیب محفوظ  with 11,542 words 

 with 104,684 words أوالد حارتنا  :نجیب محفوظ

 with 71,065 words ذاكرة الجسد  :أحالم مستغانمي

 with 53,925 words عابر سریر  :أحالم مستغانمي

 with 57,418 words فوضى الحواس  :أحالم مستغانمي

 with 56,173 words بنات الریاض  :رجاء عبدهللا الصانع

 with 19,271 words الولي الطاھر یعود إلى مقامھ الزكي  :الطاھر وطار

 with 19,957 words الولي الطاھر یرفع یدیھ بالدعاء  :الطاھر وطار

 with 26,756 words الحوات والقصر :الطاھر وطار

  with 16,283 words عرس الزین  :الطیب صالح
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زعفران ترابھا  :إدوار الخرات  with 20,475 words 

 with 19,556 words الشیخوخة وقصص أخرى  :لطیفة الزیات

 with 9,409 words قصص لیحیى حقي  :یحیى حقي

 with 19,790 words مملكة الغرباء  :إلیاس خوري

 with 6,623 words أم سعد  :غسان كنفاني

 with 11,326 words عائد إلى حیفا  :غسان كنفاني

فانيغسان كن  with 9,263 words مسرحیة الباب  :

 with 11,211 words سر الحیاة  :نجاة حالو

 with 17,659 words مغامرة رأس المملوك جابر  :سعد هللا ونوس

 with 7,607 words ال تفقأ عینیك یا أودیب  :تمیم صائب

 with 4,070 words ختم َلذاكرة بالشمع األحمر  :غادة السمان

الدنا في لندن أو :علي سالم  with 16,865 words 

  with 41,931 حیث ال تسقط األمطار  :أمجد ناصر
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Appendix B 

• The Python code used to extract random lines from a file with right-to-left characters: 

 

from random import shuffle 
import sys 
import codecs 
 

number_of_lines = int(sys.argv[1]) 
lines = codecs.open(sys.argv[2], encoding='utf-16').readlines() 
 

#lines = text.split("\n") 

 

shuffle(lines) 
lines = lines[:number_of_lines] 
lines = "\n".join(lines) 
 

codecs.open("random_lines.txt", mode="w", encoding='utf-
16').write(lines) 
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